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Major Professor: Japonica Brown-Saracino, Associate Professor of Sociology 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
Allston, considered Boston’s student neighborhood, has a historical trajectory that has 
been understudied, in that the neighborhood has not followed a linear path of either 
ascent or descent. Given Allston’s status as a hybrid neighborhood, displaying durable 
trends of both ascent and decline, residents and other neighborhood actors utilize cultural 
narratives to orient Allston’s history and future, which, in turn, reify certain aspects of the 
neighborhood. Based on ethnographic observations for two years and interviews with 
over 60 residents, students, business owners, real estate agents, and workers in Allston, 
this study extends previous literature on urban change in demonstrating Allston’s 
understudied hybridity, as well as locals’ use of cultural narratives to navigate this 
context. In so doing, neighborhood actors have perpetuated cultural narratives of Allston 
that embrace Allston’s gritty nature as the root of Allston’s legitimacy. The perception of 
Allston as a relatively disinvested and student neighborhood have allowed two distinct 
cohorts to see themselves as early stage gentrifiers, investing in the area. Nostalgia for the 
past also shapes residents’ cultural narratives of Allston, specifically for lifelong residents 
and other longtime residents. Tensions persist between the two groups, as an imagined 
past informs each groups distinct orientation to Allston’s future. Real estate agents and 
  viii 
students perpetuate Allston’s student narrative by engaging in ritual interactions 
specifically related to “Allston Christmas,” or the September 1st moving day. Combined 
with Allston’s gritty nature, these rituals and interactions perpetuate an exploitative 
housing market characterized by poor housing conditions. This study demonstrates how 
neighborhood actors utilize cultural understandings to make sense of their surroundings 
and how these narratives reify existing conditions and perpetuate neighborhood 
inequality in the context of non-linear neighborhood change. This study contributes to 
literature on cultural understandings of place by examining how neighborhood hybridity 
facilitates specific neighborhood narratives, and how different cohorts utilize the same 
narrative frame, but with distinct orientations.  
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Chapter One: Introduction  
 
Introduction 
Studies of neighborhoods and cities often describe relatively linear processes of 
neighborhood upscaling, such as gentrification (Glass, 1964; Smith, 1996; Zukin, 1982) 
or ascent (Owens, 2012), or processes of decline and disinvestment (Wilson, 1990). 
While these cases have served as the basis for much empirical and theoretical framing of 
cities and their neighborhoods, questions arise about neighborhoods or places that defy 
this linearity, and specifically how residents make sense of the ebb and flow of 
neighborhood change that may not appear to follow a specific directionality. In both 
types of neighborhoods, residents make sense of their neighborhoods through cultural 
narratives that often reflect the past and orient their vision of the future. Gentrification 
can be defined as “An economic and social process whereby private capital (real estate 
firms, developers) and individual homeowners and renters reinvest in fiscally neglected 
neighborhoods [or towns] through housing rehabilitation, loft conversions, and the 
construction of new housing” (Perez, 2004, p. 139). In instances of gentrification, 
longtime residents often resist such changes, while newcomers engage in various 
meaning-making processes, such as social preservation that reflects a specific cultural 
narrative of the neighborhood (that of the legitimate oldtimer; Brown-Saracino, 2009). In 
other instances, newcomers engage in reshaping the neighborhood in ways that facilitate 
the inmovement of middle and upper class residents. Residents of disinvested 
neighborhoods, too, turn to cultural narratives to orient and make sense of their 
neighborhoods, some understanding their neighborhood to be vibrant and full of 
  
2 
community where other cohorts see disinvestment and decline (Small, 2004). Indeed, 
whether one views a neighborhood as a source of community or motivation to move out, 
is often predicated on cultural understandings of a place (Small, 2004). Often residents’ 
cultural understandings and narratives of where they live are rooted in their personal 
history with their neighborhood and orient their expectations for future change, 
facilitating or deterring community involvement (Small, 2004).  
However, there are a growing number of neighborhoods that fall into neither 
category. As “Hybrid Neighborhoods,” these neighborhoods exhibit long-term, durable 
characteristics of both gentrified and non-gentrified neighborhoods, yet we know little 
about how residents understand and experience these places. Hybrid Neighborhoods 
experience simultaneous characteristics of ascent and decline over a period of time that 
challenges literature on the inevitability of neighborhood ascent (gentrification) or 
decline (disinvestment). Additionally, hybrid neighborhoods may experience trends that 
would signal impending change, such as widespread condominium conversion, yet the 
outcomes of such practices are counter to our expectations. For instance, Roger’s Park, in 
Chicago, Oakland, and The Tenderloin, in San Francisco, have been neighborhoods that 
have experienced trajectories of change that do not neatly fit with expectations of urban 
literature. In Oakland and The Tenderloin, neighborhood groups and/or social movements 
acted in ways to mitigate gentrification and its effects. In Roger’s Park, diversity, as a 
neighborhood attribute, was heralded by both supporters and advocates of gentrification, 
complicating the assumed relationship between diversity as an appeal to middle-class 
gentrifiers. In other assessments of urban ascent (Owens, 2012) or “super-gentrification” 
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(Lees, 2003), these are explained as relatively linear processes.  
Allston as an Empirical Case  
Marty’s Liquors stood at the prominent corner of Commonwealth Ave. and 
Harvard Ave. in Allston for 60 years, finally closing its doors in 2009, unable to afford 
the 50% increase in rent1.  A local sandwich shop based in Revere (Kelly’s) opened a 
store at this commercial space that sits at one of the busiest intersections of Allston, 
adjacent to the Harvard Ave. T stop and along the 66 bus route.  Within a year the 
sandwich shop closed2 and for over five years the space remained empty. The doorway 
and entrance to the former Kelly’s was dimly lit and, due in part to its proximity to a bus 
stop, became a corner where various people, primarily men, congregated, day and night. 
A local homeless man whom I had come to recognize moved from primarily standing 
outside the Tedeschi convenience store across Harvard Ave., to standing underneath this 
awning during the day. Other men would often congregate nearby, some drinking 
beverages in brown paper bags, others engaging in conversations primarily with each 
other. Eventually, a 7-11 and Five Guys Burger Shop moved into the space. This 
doorway and corner still serve as a congregating and meeting spot and are busy even late 
at night. Various residents I spoke with have pointed to this corner as problematic, but 
they specifically pointed to the presence of inebriated people, blamed on the proximity to 
a methadone clinic. These sentiments were echoed at local civic meetings and local 
police even attempted to remove the bench at the bus stop to curtail loitering and what 
                                                        
1http://www.boston.com/news/local/massachusetts/articles/2009/03/22/martys_liquors_cl
oses_after_60_years_in_allston/ accessed March 15, 2016 
2http://www.boston.com/yourtown/news/allston_brighton/2011/12/kellys_roast_beef_to_
close_all.html accessed March 15, 2016 
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they described as unsavory and problematic behaviors, such as drug dealing, alcohol 
consumption, and panhandling.  
Across the street from the former Kelly’s, on Harvard Ave. is a recently renovated 
McDonald’s that is open late night and serves as a place of refuge for local homeless 
people especially during inclement weather. On the opposite side of Commonwealth 
Ave., is The Great Scott, a notorious music venue that has been around since at least the 
early 1970s. The Great Scott is dim, even in the daytime, and has black and white tiled 
floor. With a stage in the back of the room, The Great Scott regularly hosts touring punk 
and metal bands, hosts comedy shows (including comedian Judah Friedlander), and in 
warmer months, people can be seen sitting and drinking beers on a wooden deck that 
faces this busy intersection. Across the street is a T.D. Bank that replaced Chicago Uno 
Pizza, after this space was vacant for several years.  
This intersection and its retail history, in many ways, represent the often 
conflicting or hybrid change characterizing Allston. At times, clear signals of 
gentrification, such as dramatic increases in rent and the displacement of longtime 
businesses can be noted. Yet the vacancy of the old Marty’s, and its replacement with a 
7-11, and the resulting increase in trash, loitering, and public consumption of alcohol, 
perpetuates an image of neighborhood neglect or decline. The continued tenancy of a 
prominent dive bar and the history of the retail mix, such as the failure of both a national 
and local chain and their replacement with a bank and convenience store, also reflect 
these distinct forces of change.  
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As the “student ghetto3,” yet also a neighborhood lamented for its 
“Brooklynization4” with some of the highest residential rents in Boston, Allston has 
experienced change that can be characterized as a type of hybridity marked by 
characteristics of gentrified and non-gentrified neighborhoods. Existing literature on 
urban growth would predict that Allston would have experienced some form of upscaling 
or reinvestment following the deindustrialization of the auto industry, yet it has not 
gentrified to the degree that other neighborhoods have and the reinvestment Allston has 
experienced is relatively recent. Questions arise, then, as to how neighborhood actors’ 
respond to hybrid neighborhoods, including not only how they understand their 
neighborhood, but also how these understandings encourage or constrain specific 
practices and/or actions. “Neighborhood Narrative Frames” (Small, 2004, p. 70) not only 
reflect and encompass how residents understand and orient themselves toward their 
neighborhood, but they also facilitate certain practices or action within the neighborhood, 
such as community participation (Small, 2004).  
There is a longstanding tradition in urban sociology of collecting narratives of 
residents about their experiences in a neighborhood, including gentrifiers.  Gentrifiers 
often understand the neighborhoods they move into to be disinvested or declining, but are 
drawn by its cultural amenities (Lloyd, 2002; 2006), perceived neighborhood legitimacy 
                                                        
3 Hofherr, J. & Salomon, S. (August 4, 2015) What to Make of All those Allston 
Stereotypes. Retrieved February 8, 2016 from http://www.boston.com/real-
estate/community/2015/08/04/what-make-all-those-allston-
stereotypes/xKwYMsUC6Rqz0GCNX8ztpK/story.html#sthash.EsD8klK5.dpbs 
4 Harris, D. (April 26, 2015) The Brooklynization of Allston Begins. Retrieved February 
8, 2016 from http://www.bizjournals.com/boston/real_estate/2015/04/is-this-the-start-of-
the-brooklynization-of.html 
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(Brown-Saracino, 2009), and its appealing location and price (Kerstein, 1990). These 
understandings can orient gentrifiers to attempt to preserve that which they threaten 
(Brown-Saracino, 2009; Ocejo, 2011) or view their in-movement as facilitating an 
upward trajectory (Clay, 1983; Kerstein, 1990). Additionally, studies have examined how 
those living in disinvested or declining neighborhoods experience these places (Small, 
2004; Wilson, 1990), including outcomes for individuals and community, as well as 
cultural understandings of place. However, we know less about not only what types of 
narratives residents and other actors have of hybrid neighborhoods, but also how these 
narrative frames potentially influence local practices and orientations, including reifying 
this hybridity. After reviewing the literature on urban growth and change, including the 
role of neighborhood frames, I will briefly outline Allston’s particular trajectory of 
change, demonstrate how Allston represents an exception from the expectation of 
literature on neighborhood change, and advance research questions and methodology to 
address these questions.   
While Allston is presented as one of a growing set of neighborhoods that depart 
from the norms on urban growth, as research points to racial limits to gentrification 
(Hwang & Sampson, 2014) and less traditional patterns of reinvestment/gentrification 
(Berrey, 2005; Owens, 2012; Rhomberg, 2004; Robinson, 1995; Williams, 1988), in a 
variety of locations. Additionally, some neighborhoods experience relative stability over 
time, reproducing neighborhood affluence and advantage (Solari, 2012). That some 
neighborhoods stretch the boundaries of our conceptual definitions suggests that the 
understudied processes experienced in Allston may be more broadly applicable. This 
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study presents a novel case that challenges the conceptual neatness of urban processes by 
utilizing neighborhood narrative frames as a tool through which to understand how 
various neighborhood actors understand and make sense of Allston’s unique trajectory 
and their role in Allston’s past and future.   
Theoretical Background 
Urban Growth and Change 
 Neighborhood decline and ascent are pieces of a larger process of urban growth 
and change, resulting from specific economic and cultural practices within cities over 
time. Much of the scholarship on urban change has focused on processes of 
gentrification, especially the ways in which gentrification presented a challenge to early 
theories of urban growth. Early sociologists noted that neighborhoods became 
increasingly prosperous farther outside the central business district, making the suburbs 
more affluent and the neighborhoods immediately surrounding the central business 
district more working class, with poorer classes living closer to factories (Burgess, 
1925/2013). Interested in the rise of the modern industrial city, scholars sought to explain 
the manner and mechanism of urban growth as parallel to biological processes or the 
“human ecology” (Park, 1936/2015) of the city.  For these scholars, the function of the 
inner city as the hub of industry and manufacturing shaped the specific, outward growth 
of city areas. 
 Large cities in the mid-late 20th century became less hubs of industry as factories 
and production moved to suburban locations. Deindustrialization, the movement of 
industrial jobs away from inner cities, was detrimental for inner urban areas (Wilson, 
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1989). Jobs that had once provided for working class lifestyles shifted away from urban 
areas and moved to the suburbs and eventually overseas. Economic disinvestment 
resulted from this deindustrialization, and ushered in other forms of disinvestment in 
urban neighborhoods, such as residential disinvestment. Combined with white flight to 
the suburbs at the time, this resulted in a concentration of low-income people in 
economically disinvested urban neighborhoods (see Wilson, The Truly Disadvantaged). 
Local governments and private institutions, then, have less interest in investing in or even 
maintaining these “blighted” neighborhoods: street lights go unrepaired, buildings 
abandoned, utilities unrepaired (Massey & Denton, 1993). Additionally, growing 
suburban areas were facilitated by the federal government via loans and subsidies, federal 
highway construction, and the increasing availability and use of automobiles, and 
therefore encouraged middle class populations to live outside urban centers, further 
adding to the disinvestment of these areas (Gale, 1983; Massey & Denton, 1993). The 
rampant practice of redlining at the time ensured that boundaries between inner-urban 
areas and suburban areas, particularly racial, ethnic, and class boundaries of each area, 
were maintained (Massey & Denton, 1993). While urban decline need not necessarily be 
linked to deindustrialization, historically, decline or neglect of urban areas has been 
linked to these broader economic shifts (Wilson, 1990; Zukin, 1991). 
 As U.S. cities experienced decline and the out-movement of industry and 
manufacturing from the city center, many local and federal government initiatives were 
developed as attempts to reinvest in these areas, specifically through various “Urban 
Renewal” programs. These urban renewal programs relied on federal funding and support 
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to clear “blighted slums” across inner cities. Herbert Gans’, The Urban Villagers, 
predicts the deleterious effects such a program had on an ethnic community in Boston’s 
West End. In an effort to revitalize and reinvest in the West End, the city of Boston and 
the Boston Redevelopment Authority razed housing and displaced the West Enders 
(Gans, 1962). Urban renewal efforts also facilitated the rise of large-scale public housing 
projects as housing for those displaced by urban renewal residential clearing (The Pruitt-
Igoe Myth). These urban renewal efforts faced scrutiny, however, for their displacement 
of communities (Gans, 1962) and their failure to alleviate the broader structural 
conditions that resulted in urban “blight,” such as deindustrialization and disinvestment 
(The Pruitt-Igoe Myth).  
Partially motivated by this backlash to government-initiated urban renewal (Ley, 
2010; Zukin, 1982), gentrification, as a form of private reinvestment in inner urban areas, 
emerged and gained popularity among middle-class residents (Glass, 1964; Zukin, 1982). 
Gentrification, generally, is one strategy employed to revitalize residential and previously 
industrialized spaces in cities, marked by increasing numbers of people moving back into 
urban centers who often displace longtime, working class residents (Brown-Saracino, 
20004; 2009; Glass, 1964; Zukin, 1982; 1987).  What started in the 1960s as “spot 
rehabilitation” (Smith, 1996, p.38) has become widespread capital reinvestment in 
different urban locations across the globe (Sassen, 2012; Smith, 1996).  In fact, Neil 
Smith claims that by the 1970s, gentrification had become an “integral residential thread” 
(p. 38).   
 Seen as one part of broader urban and economic cycles of change, gentrification, 
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then, represents the reinvestment part of this cycle, as middle-class people come “back to 
the city” (Smith, 1996) or as developers see potential in a vacant downtown industrial 
park. Neil Smith conceptualizes a “rent gap” (1996) as one way to explain gentrification 
processes.  According to Smith, gentrification occurs when the gap between the amount 
of ground rent currently collected is less than the potential amount of ground rent that can 
be collected on this same space. Not strictly characterized by deindustrialization, 
gentrification can emerge due to general depreciation of a neighborhood that initiates 
capital reinvestment (Smith, 1996).  
In contrast, other scholars emphasize the role of consumers’ demands for and 
understanding of such spaces. Specifically, increasing dual income households and 
delayed child bearing among the baby boom generation facilitated urban living as not just 
a possibility, but a desirable one (Berry, 1985; Glass, 1964). For example, Ley (2010) 
argues that gentrification in Vancouver in the 1970s was due to shifting ideologies among 
the middle class that made urban living desirable, including shifting political ideologies 
and increasing criticism of large-scale urban change that had marked previous years. 
Zukin (1982), in her study of the transformation of living lofts in Soho points to 
gentrifiers’ affinity for artists/art and the changing role of the artist in society as also 
being important for the success of such lofts and eventually gentrification. Overall, these 
scholars point to the role of gentrifiers’ preferences and tastes in urban living as being 
crucial in the gentrification process, claiming that not only does the housing stock 
become amenable to their interests via redevelopment and renovation (often in the name 
of historical preservation), but also commercial and retail spaces come to reflect their 
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(usually middle class) tastes and demands (Clay, 1983; Gale, 1983; Ley, 2010; Zukin, et 
al. 2009).  
Those who move into these spaces, and their understandings of these 
neighborhoods, are important for understanding how places experience change. For 
example, Richard Florida (2002) discusses what he calls “the creative class” and their 
role in shaping or advancing urban economies.  Attracted by specific aspects of urban 
areas, tolerance, technology, and talent, the creative class then ushers in or responds to 
gentrification of a previously disinvested area. Intermediate actors between long-time 
residents and upper-class gentrifiers, such as artists, help signal urban “authenticity” and 
help establish the cultural amenities that then attract more wealthy residents (Deener, 
2007; Florida, 2002; Lloyd, 2006; Zukin, 1982).  
Gentrification often involves some type of residential or commercial 
redevelopment of a neighborhood or urban area that accompanies an influx of middle 
class people to that area (Brown-Saracino, 2010; Lloyd, 2006; Smith, 1996; Zukin, 
1982).  These developments tend to occur in areas or neighborhoods where property 
values are lower than the city as a whole or where there has been neighborhood decline 
(Kerstein 1990; Smith, 1996).  This influx of a new population, accompanied by capital 
reinvestment, then often leads to the displacement of long-time residents (Atkinson, 
2000; Brown-Saracino, 2010; Glass, 1964/2010).  Because property values are typically 
low, relative to the city median, prior to or at the beginning stages of gentrification, 
purchasing and investing becomes a desirable option for gentrifiers.  This leads to 
broader changes to both the population and the housing market, as property values 
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increase, pricing many long-time residents out of the neighborhood (Atkinson, 2000). 
Accompanying these demographic and housing changes is often commercial 
gentrification, or the upscaling of retail and commercial establishments, especially the 
replacement of locally-owned businesses with businesses that cater to middle and upper 
class tastes, including high-end boutiques (Deener, 2007; Zukin, et al., 2009) and/or the 
replacement of working class dive bars with bars that encompass a hip aesthetic attractive 
to potential gentrifiers.   
Commercial gentrification can also take the form of “boutiquing” (Zukin et al., 
2009, p.47), which represents the transformation of existing retail and commercial 
establishments into smaller, more specialized, niche boutiques that cater to specific 
(generally middle-class) tastes, preferences, and budgets (Zukin, et al. 2009). The 
prevalence of boutiques, and the replacing of locally-owned shops by boutiques, reflects 
both urban processes of revitalization and upscaling and also broader changes to the retail 
industry (Zukin et al., 2009).  
The Stage Models of Gentrification theory argues that gentrification occurs in 
distinct, but overlapping, stages, beginning with the in-movement of “risk oblivious” 
(Clay, 1979) gentrifiers. Often, these early gentrifiers often possess high cultural capital 
as artists or students, but often do not have the financial capital of later, more middle 
class gentrifiers. Once these initial “pioneers” move into a disinvested neighborhood, 
they signal to other early gentrifiers that this particular area is worthy of moving into, 
attracting more risk oblivious early gentrifiers. As the creative class moves into a 
neighborhood there is small-scale expansion and change and, in the third stage, the media 
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picks up on these changes as they become more visible. Once the media brings the 
neighborhood/area into the spotlight, middle class gentrifiers increasingly move into the 
area, solidifying the process of gentrification through widespread reinvestment. Clay 
(1979) argues that early gentrifiers, the risk oblivious group of creative types, specifically 
look for an area or neighborhood in which to express their identities and lifestyles, 
motivated by relatively lower housing costs in a disinvested or declining area.  
Other scholars have expanded on the stage models approach, confirming the 
successive stages (Kerstein, 1990) and identifying “causes” for early gentrifiers in-
movement to an area (Berry, 1985; Kerstein, 1990). Berry (1985) identifies four main 
causes for gentrification: location, aesthetics, shifting social values (such as delayed 
marriage and childbearing), and economic value, with suburban housing costs increasing 
as housing costs within central city areas decrease. Kerstein (1990) similarly argues that 
low cost housing, demographic diversity, and historical/architectural quality attract 
gentrifiers. Later, Hackworth and Smith (2001) expanded the stage models approach, 
taking into account not only the role of the state in triggering or preventing investment 
and gentrification, but also the role of resistance efforts and the expansion outward of 
gentrification to previously untheorized areas, such as neighborhoods outside the 
periphery of the central business district.  
So, too, have scholars criticized the stage models approach to gentrification, 
arguing that it over-generalizes a nuanced and locationally-specific process. Further, as 
scholars have demonstrated, gentrification can be stalled, taking decades to come to 
fruition (Williams, 1988) and previously-gentrified areas can/have experienced further 
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upscaling, such as super-gentrification (Lees, 2003) or areas can experience upscaling 
distinct from gentrification (Berrey, 2005). Williams argues that gentrification is/can be 
stalled by broader economic and socio-political climates that prevent potential gentrifiers 
from being able to purchase property in a gentrifying area. Further, while early gentrifiers 
are attracted by the characterization of an area as “diverse” (Clay, 1983; Kerstein, 1990), 
scholars have recently explored the limits to this diversity, specifically in racial and 
ethnic acceptance by gentrifiers (Hwang & Sampson, 2014).  
Students are often cited as early gentrifiers and institutions, such as universities, 
have long been involved in the process of upscaling and gentrifying neighborhoods to 
attract faculty and ensure the safety of their students (Lafer, 2003; Rossi & Dentler, 
1961). However, Allston presents a case where institutional intervention has been 
relatively absent5 until relatively recently, although the student population is significant 
and literature has not explored how the consistent in- and out-movement of students over 
time affects gentrification or upscaling. Literature on studentification (Smith & Holt, 
2007) examines how the in-movement of students into an area affects the existing social, 
economic, and cultural aspects of an area and can create “apprentice gentrifiers” (Smith 
& Holt, 2007, p.153) who learn how to make later residential choices based on their 
experiences living in studentified neighborhoods. Tracing the geographies of recent 
                                                        
5 As noted by residents, Harvard University owns more property in Allston than it does in 
Cambridge, and has long controlled property in North Allston (see 
https://home.planningoffice.harvard.edu/files/hppm/files/harvard_university_town_gown
_report_2016_web_012317.pdf and http://www.bostonplans.org/planning/institutional-
planning/higher-ed/harvard-university-allston-campus). However, the university has not, 
until recently, explicitly and openly engaged in residential development and institutional 
expansion in Allston.   
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graduates, Smith and Holt (2007) argues that studentified areas serve as “factories of 
gentrifiers” (p. 153) as students “acquire and sophisticate their cultural capital” (p. 153). 
While Smith acknowledges that some graduates remain in their studentified 
neighborhoods, he indicates that they then act as gentrifiers in these neighborhoods, 
displacing current students (2007). Importantly, this literature focuses primarily on the 
residential choices of recent graduates and students and not commercial investments and 
local economies. Further, studentification literature tends to examine how students trigger 
neighborhood decline (Smith & Holt, 2007), including the transformation of cultural and 
commercial amenities, and then eventually move away and become gentrifiers (Smith & 
Holt, 2007). This literature has not examined, fully, the impact of students who remain in 
these neighborhoods post-graduation, open businesses, and become involved in existing 
local civic and business groups or recent graduates who stay for a period of time, invest 
in both residential and commercial aspects, and then move out of the neighborhood.  
Culture, Place Identity, and Neighborhood Narratives 
 Supply-side explanations, or explanations that emphasize the role of structural 
and institutional mechanisms in facilitating urban change, specifically account for the 
coordinated efforts to induce upscaling, revitalization, and/or gentrification through 
efforts to take advantage of a rent gap (Smith, 1996). These scholars emphasize the 
relative availability of a housing supply in these central urban areas to facilitate 
reinvestment. However, demand-side scholars focus on the role of cultural 
understandings and orientations that motivate gentrifiers’ movement into central city 
areas (Florida, 2002; Lloyd, 3006; Zukin, 1982). Yet the two approaches need not, and 
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are not, mutually exclusive and institutional actors are not without their own orientations 
and understandings of cities, neighborhoods, and urban growth. Indeed, the choice to buy 
and redevelop property in one neighborhood and not another is a conscious choice shaped 
by developers’, investors’, and others’ perceptions of the neighborhood and the 
appropriateness of reinvestment in that neighborhood. These understandings of place, by 
both residents and growth machine actors, orient neighborhood practices, such as 
community participation (Small, 2004) and shape individuals’ identities (Brown-
Saracino, 2015).  
 The role of cultural understandings in shaping urban processes of change can be 
traced back to Walter Firey (1947), who pointed to several Boston landmarks that had 
high land values but had not given in to market forces to develop or change. Areas such 
as Boston Common and graveyards in the North End remain undeveloped, Firey argues, 
because of local sentiment around these landmarks. Additionally, Borer (2006) argues 
that places become part of residents’ and nonresidents’ cultural repertoires. The role of 
culture and sentiment in urban thought helps explain individual and collective attachment 
to neighborhoods and places and can account for neighborhoods or spaces that do not 
change. These explanations go beyond an analysis of land values and rent gaps to help 
account for urban change.  
Scholars also note the role of “local structure of feeling…” (Molotch, et al., 2000) 
or “place character” (Molotch, et al., 2000; pg. 793) in shaping cities and neighborhoods. 
Molotch, et al. (2000) argue that the character of a place is composed of “unlike 
elements” that come together and this character continues over time in the form of 
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tradition. Looking at Santa Barbara and Ventura, CA, they demonstrate that early 
decisions that set these unlike elements together shaped the character of each city. The 
place character of each city persists through tradition, and becomes a justification for 
later decisions that reinforce both earlier decisions and the place character. However, as 
Kaliner and Kauffman (2011) demonstrate, this is not necessarily a linear trajectory, and 
that cities (or states in their case) can begin with very similar place characters and diverge 
through a series of events and practices. Importantly, though, place character is rooted in 
decisions about and changes to a place.  
The concept of place character is useful because it accounts for the historical 
trajectory of places as closely intertwined with the identity of a place. Kaliner and 
Kaufman (2011) also help explain why people move to certain areas and not others, 
which they argue is rooted in how well a place fits with their lives or ways of living. This 
“idio-cultural migration”  (Kaliner & Kaufman, 2011, p. 122) combines residential choice 
and cultural understandings of place to account for how place character is reinforced 
through residential choice. However, the concept of place character does not address 
multiple, differing orientations to neighborhoods and how these differences potentially 
could map onto the neighborhood and/or shape incentives for change, such as 
commercial revitalization or homeownership. 
Additionally, local sentiments of a place are not necessarily consistent across time 
or groups of residents (Mele, 2000). As Mele demonstrates in his study of the Lower East 
Side, influxes of different residents at different time periods can shape the place 
character, organization, and changes a neighborhood experiences. In fact, struggles or 
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conflicts among residents can be reflected in how one refers to a neighborhood (i.e., 
“Loisaida” vs. “Alphabet City”; Mele, 2000).  While local understandings of a 
neighborhood do not fully explain processes of urban change (or lack thereof), they can 
be connected to or reflect broader neighborhood processes, such as an influx of new 
residents or attempts to maintain symbolic control over an area (Mele, 2000). 
Places and understandings of place also orient residents’ identities in specific 
ways (Brown-Saracino, 2015; Kefalas, 2003).  Places can shape one’s sexual identity, 
specifically the salience and expression of certain forms of sexuality (Brown-Saracino, 
2015). Importantly, while places may share broad, general characteristics (e.g., hippie 
town, college town), Brown-Saracino demonstrates that it is the unique place character 
that orients certain forms of identity expression as being salient.  Places also forge 
specific class-based identities that reinforce neighborhood distinctions (Kefalas, 2003). 
Despite growing concerns over the proximity of the adjacent ghettoes and especially of 
the associated violence and crime, residents of “Beltway” have stayed in their 
neighborhood and continue to invest time and energy into their individual family 
representations (e.g., cleanliness of the house, conspicuous consumption of acceptable 
goods) and neighborhood cohesion (e.g., block parties, bunco games; Kefalas, 2003). In 
doing so, Kefalas argues, residents are not only forging their own identities, but also 
forging a neighborhood identity through their intentional distinction from the ghetto via 
social and cultural practices. Places not only shape how residents understand and express 
their identities, but also act as cultural markers and boundary-making entities.  
Certain understandings or frames of a neighborhood are rooted in a collective 
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memory of place, or a “nostalgia narrative” (Ocejo, 2011). Ocejo writes, “A nostalgia 
narrative is an imagined story of the past that deliberately selects certain elements from 
personal history while excluding others to construct a version that is more favorable than 
the reality,” (2011, p. 287). Importantly, Ocejo examines nostalgia narratives from the 
perspective of gentrifiers and how gentrifiers use nostalgia narratives to resist 
commercial changes. What are less discussed are the nostalgia narratives of longtime, 
non-gentrifying residents, how nostalgia narratives shape orientation not only to 
commercial development, but also residential changes, and how distinct nostalgias can be 
invoked within a single neighborhood. 
Finally, cultural understandings of place can shape and orient local community 
participation (Small, 2004). “Neighborhood Narrative Frames” (Small, 2004, p. 70) 
provide a link between orientation to place and local practices, in that distinct 
neighborhood frames facilitate or discourage participation in local community 
organizations. Importantly, the concept of neighborhood narrative frames allows for 
multiple, distinct, and conflicting understandings of a single neighborhood or area and 
connects these understandings of place to local practices.  However, it is less clear 
exactly if or how these frames motivate or constrain broader changes to a neighborhood 
or area, such as revitalization or increased homeownership. For Small, neighborhood 
narrative frames differ by resident cohort, primarily dependent upon when someone 
moved into the neighborhood, and orient each cohort’s perception of the neighborhood 
and individual investment in the local community.  However, other neighborhood actors 
could potentially shape, perpetuate, and/or negotiate neighborhood frames. Specifically, 
  
20 
real estate agents function as gatekeepers for neighborhoods, sorting and directing future 
residents (Bridge, 2001; Galster, 1990; Galster & Godfrey, 2005) and could potentially 
serve to reinforce existing neighborhood frames or perpetuate a specific understanding of 
the neighborhood that facilitates their interests. Additionally, long-time residents, 
potential new residents, student residents, foreign-born residents, and local business 
owners all, too, potentially have particular narrative frames of the same neighborhood 
that respond to existing neighborhood conditions, that also could potentially orient their 
specific interaction with and action within that neighborhood.  
Taken together, neighborhood narrative frames and nostalgia narratives help us 
consider not only how orientations to a neighborhood shape community participation 
(and thus change), but also how an imagined past or sense of nostalgia informs this 
orientation. As increasingly, cities and neighborhoods contend with increasing housing 
needs, decisions about where and how many residential units are constructed are made 
within the context of local community meetings. Since many decisions of formal 
neighborhood support or opposition occur within local community meetings, how 
residents understand and frame their neighborhood and, therefore, the appropriateness of 
a specific proposed project, are important factors in understanding not only how these 
decisions are made, but also how Boston and its neighborhoods will alleviate the need for 
housing.  
Missing From Literature 
There is a longstanding tradition in urban sociology of collecting narratives of 
residents about their experiences in a neighborhood. More recently, scholars have 
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focused on the various experiences of gentrifiers (e.g., “social preservationists,” Brown-
Saracino, 2004, 2009; the “creative class,” Florida, 2002; “neo-bohemians,” Lloyd, 2002, 
2006), as many major inner city areas experienced reinvestment in the form of 
gentrification. Yet these experiences still fall within fairly traditional trajectories of urban 
change, such as disinvestment and reinvestment via gentrification, as well as residents’ 
experiences in declining neighborhoods. Less is known, however, about the experiences 
of residents in neighborhoods that experience understudied patterns of disinvestment and 
investment that at the same time encompass durable attributes of gentrifying areas and 
non-gentrifying areas. Allston provides a case of such understudied patterns of 
investment and other research echoes the need for urban studies that account for these 
types of neighborhoods and processes (Berrey, 2005; Hwang, 2015; Hwang & Sampson, 
2014; Owens, 2012; Rhomberg, 2004; Robinson, 1995; Williams, 1988). Further, we 
know that the choice to live in a specific neighborhood is shaped by and shapes different 
residents’ understanding of a place (e.g., idio-cultural migration, Kaliner & Kaufman, 
2011), but we know less about how these choices are made when multiple neighborhood 
frames are utilized to describe the same neighborhood.   
Neighborhood narrative frames have been shown to provide a link between 
neighborhood conditions and action toward or within a neighborhood (Small, 2004). 
Neighborhood narrative frames and perceptions of a neighborhood both orient action and 
practices over time, including community participation (Small, 2004) and residential 
neighborhood choice (Hwang, 2015; Hwang & Sampson, 2014). Importantly, different 
neighborhood narrative frames act as justifications for differing practices and 
  
22 
involvement in a singular neighborhood by different cohorts of residents (Small, 2004). 
Residential choice, or “idio-cultural migration” (Kaliner & Kaufman, 2011) happens 
along racial and ethnic lines, in that the specific racial and/or ethnic composition of a 
neighborhood influences reinvestment and gentrification patterns (Hwang, 2015; Hwang 
& Sampson, 2014). While the presence of racial and/or ethnic minorities can be 
perceived as neighborhood diversity, and thus can encourage reinvestment and 
gentrification, in other instances, racial/ethnic diversity beyond a certain threshold works 
to dissuade gentrifiers’ in-movement to an area (Hwang & Sampson, 2014). Specifically, 
Hwang and Sampson (2014) find a racial threshold to gentrification (40% or greater 
neighborhood presence of African Americans), above which, gentrifiers begin to 
understand the neighborhood not as diverse, but as a neighborhood of disorder. While 
influenced by the current neighborhood conditions, these perceptions or neighborhood 
narrative frames then orient future action, such as the choice to move into a 
neighborhood. Importantly, it is the perception of the neighborhood as diverse or 
disordered that influences potential residents’ choices, which accordingly shape patterns 
of disinvestment and investment and reproduce neighborhood, city, and racial/ethnic 
inequality.  
This study turns attention to neighborhood narrative frames and nostalgia 
narratives as mechanisms that are rooted in and perpetuate hybrid neighborhood 
conditions. Specifically, as residents and local actors grapple with a neighborhood 
historically subject to institutional intervention, such as the surrounding universities and 
investors, and characteristics of ascending and non-ascending neighborhoods, they turn to 
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cultural narratives, rooted in their personal history with Allston, to not only justify their 
continued tenure in the neighborhood, but also to make sense of past and current changes. 
In doing so, local actors themselves initiate, impede, and influence neighborhood 
practices and change. Neighborhood perceptions, materialized through residential choice 
and reinvestment, then, can perpetuate neighborhood, place, and racial/ethnic inequality 
(Hwang, 2015; Hwang & Sampson, 2014). Therefore, understanding the neighborhood 
narrative frames that residents and others have of a neighborhood can potentially provide 
a crucial link between existing neighborhood conditions and future outcomes.  
Allston History  
Early History 
First referred to as “Little Cambridge” (Marchione, 2007) Allston emerged in the 
19th century as an agricultural center and separate town just outside Boston, closely 
connected with neighboring Brighton. Allston and Brighton attracted large Irish 
populations in the late 19th century and by 1855, 40% of Boston’s Irish lived in the area 
(Marchione, 2007).  Allston was to be a “streetcar suburb” where those who worked in 
downtown Boston would live.  In fact, some of the first streetcar lines in Boston ran 
directly through Allston, establishing its connectedness to downtown. Annexed in 1874, 
Allston became a Boston neighborhood (Marchione, 2007).   
In the early and mid-20th century, Boston’s “Auto Mile” developed and thrived 
along Brighton Ave. and Commonwealth Ave. from Union Square to Kenmore and 
became home to numerous auto factories, repair shops, and dealerships including the 
Packard Car Company and Cadillac (Marchione, 2007; Brighton-Allston Historical 
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Society). By the 1930s, the auto mile was home to 117 auto-related businesses (Brighton-
Allston Historical Society.) The existence of the Auto Mile brought working-class Italian, 
Jewish, and Irish populations into Allston, with the Irish population soon becoming the 
majority of the neighborhood (Marchione, 2007). Additionally, Allston saw sizeable 
populations of Russian and Polish immigrants, whose presence is still visible (Marchione, 
2007).  
Mid-20th Century to Today 
Like many urban industrial hubs during the middle of the 20th century, Boston’s 
Auto Mile was subject to broader economic pressures. Specifically, Allston saw a decline 
in its auto industry during the 1970s, as many repair shops and dealerships moved to 
nearby suburbs (Marchione, 2007).  In fact, by 1981, only 11 auto businesses remained 
(Brighton-Allston Historical Society). As Boston saw the exodus of its industrial and auto 
production economies to the suburbs, several universities in Boston grew during this 
time, both spatially and in enrollment of students, particularly as the baby boom 
generation and those utilizing post-WWII G. I. Bill funding entered universities. Boston 
University specifically wanted to shed its image as a commuter campus and expanded 
into Allston’s old auto-mile, buying old auto factories and converting them into 
administration buildings, classrooms, and facilities.  
 With the exit of the auto industry and expansion of local universities, Allston’s 
population between 1950 and 1980 grew, despite overall decreases in the population of 
Boston at the time (Allston-Brighton Neighborhood Profile, 1988).  Accordingly, Allston 
also saw an increase in the number of housing units, in both real numbers and as a 
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percentage of Boston’s total number of housing units (Allston-Brighton Neighborhood 
Profile, 1988).  City reports specifically noted the increase in Allston’s student population 
and the potential displacement of elderly and long-time residents (Allston-Brighton 
Neighborhood Profile, 1988).  
Notably, from 1960-1969, residents of Lower Allston engaged in a battle with the 
city of Boston and the Boston Redevelopment Authority over the area around Barry’s 
Corner.  Citing urban blight and emphasizing urban renewal, the city and the BRA 
wanted to raze existing working class family housing to build new luxury apartments. 
Several actions by the City of Boston and the BRA made the struggle over Barry’s 
Corner particularly contentious and emotional for residents. First, residents of Barry’s 
Corner were informed about the BRA’s plans for the 10-story luxury apartment building 
on the televised local news, rather than through a public meeting or official notice.  
Second, the land was acquired through eminent domain despite negative responses from 
residents.  Third, the BRA brought tactical police and sheriff’s forces to forcefully evict 
people and was met with protestors. Twenty-one people were arrested. Fourth, residents 
who stayed in their homes despite the evictions were then considered “tenants” by the 
BRA (since the BRA had taken their houses and land via eminent domain) and claimed 
the residents must pay rent (often for houses they had previously purchased). Despite 
changes to the initial plan that scrapped the luxury apartments for new affordable housing 
and the option to repurchase their homes, only one person chose the option to repurchase 
and stay in Barry’s Corner. In all, over 82 families were removed and 33 homes were 
demolished. Importantly, the area of Barry’s Corner is the only BRA-designated urban 
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renewal area in Allston, which limits the BRA’s official involvement to this specific area.  
Today, Allston is less known as a streetcar suburb or Boston’s auto mile and more 
for its sizeable student population, ethnically diverse stores and restaurants, and lively 
nightlife. Allston Village, or South Allston, is primarily known for its student population, 
specifically The GAP area. The GAP, also referred to at BU West6, contains an area that 
was previously known as “Mahogany Row” for the large, old Victorian homes that 
contained unique Mahogany wood. The housing quality is mixed, with some of the large 
homes renovated and some in need of repair. Large house parties and basement music 
shows are regular occurrences in this part of Allston, facilitating the nickname, “Allston 
Rock City.” North Allston is separated from South Allston by the MA Turnpike and is 
home to more families and single-family homes.  
Recently there has been an increase in Asian restaurants in Allston, ranging from 
Vietnamese, Chinese, Japanese, Thai, Korean, Korean-Mexican fusion, and there is a 
large Asian grocery store. Additionally, Allston has two Russian grocery stores, at least 
one Russian pharmacy, an Afghan restaurant, pizza shops, several Brazilian bakeries and 
restaurants, taquerias, student-oriented bars, dive bars, sports bars, notable music venues, 
and craft cocktail/beer bars. Allston also has a variety of vegan and vegetarian 
restaurants, including a vegan ice cream shop and a vegan Asian restaurant, where the 
Boston Vegetarian Society holds their monthly meetings7. Since 1980, Allston’s 
population has continued to grow and the neighborhood has seen a marked increase in the 
                                                        
6 Due to the large number of Boston University students who live in the immediate area.  
7 Proximity to this restaurant was specifically cited by one of my respondents as a 
primary reason he has continued to live in Allston and the president of one of Allston’s 
civic organizations is vegan.  
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number of condominiums (Allston-Brighton Neighborhood Profile, 1988). Additionally, 
since at least the 1980s, Allston’s housing has been predominantly renter occupied, with 
rents, on average, greater than those for the city as a whole. Classifying the changes 
Allston has seen since the 1980s is less clear, however. Local media have lamented 
impending gentrification8, marked by commercial revitalization and residential 
investment, yet also emphasize the precarious and unsafe living conditions in many 
Allston apartment buildings and houses9.  
Uneven Change 
 The out-movement of Allston’s auto mile echoes deindustrialization seen in other 
parts of Boston and other major U.S. cities at the time; however, the reinvestment 
experienced by many of these neighborhoods, especially via gentrification (e.g., The 
South End, Waterfront, Brooklyn, etc.), has not been seen in Allston to the same degree 
or speed. As will be discussed below, the subsequent state of neighborhood change in 
Allston has been untraditional, uneven, or marked by hybridity. 
While local residents sometimes refer to Allston as “Rat City10” or the “student 
ghetto,” and media accounts point to absentee landlords, overcrowding, and house fires 
                                                        
8 Harris, D. (April 26, 2015) The Brooklynization of Allston Begins. Retrieved February 
8, 2016 from http://www.bizjournals.com/boston/real_estate/2015/04/is-this-the-start-of-
the-brooklynization-of.html 
9 Shadow Campus: A Globe Spotlight Team Investigation (n.d.) retrieved March 2015 
from http://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/specials/shadow-campus 
10 See http://allston.tumblr.com/, http://www.twitter.com/allstonratcity, 
http://www.boston.com/lifestyle/blogs/thenextgreatgeneration/2011/10/5_reasons_i_hate
d_living_in_al.html  
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that endanger neighborhood residents11, the actual measure of decline in Allston remains 
in question.  Under the leadership of former Mayor Menino, the city of Boston 
established a “Problem Properties Task Force” with the “…power to levy fines against 
absentee landlords of blighted and crime-ridden properties” (Housing a Changing City, 
Ch. 6), a somewhat notorious problem in Allston (see “Shadow Campus”).  As reported 
on Boston.com, of the 150 problem properties that were identified in the city in 2010-
2011 (the first year the program went in to place), just four were in Allston12.  The 
Problem Properties Task Force relies, primarily, on multiple police reports of criminal 
activity at a property and/or official complaints from residents to guide their inspections.  
 Additionally, there are several properties in the “Allston Village Commercial 
Casebook” published by Historic Boston Incorporated that are listed for historic 
preservation. These properties include industrial, specifically auto storage and 
manufacturing, spaces that have been used as storage for auto parts.  The non-profit 
organization includes plans and projected budgets for preserving and rehabilitating these 
properties13. It is unclear from the casebook, however, how or when these plans would be 
implemented. Historically, as noted previously, deindustrialized spaces have often been 
subject to decline and neglect and these remnants of Boston’s Auto Mile have remained 
under family ownership and are boarded up storage properties (Allston Village 
                                                        
11 Shadow Campus: A Globe Spotlight Team Investigation (n.d.) retrieved March 2015 
from http://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/specials/shadow-campus 
12 Rocheleau, M. (Sept. 20, 2010) 7 Vacant Allston-Brighton Buildings identified as 
Problem Properties. Retrieved Feb. 8, 2016 from  
http://www.boston.com/yourtown/news/allston_brighton/2010/09/four_vacant_allston_bu
ildings.html 
13 Commercial Casebook: Allston Village (n.d.) Retrieved Feb. 8, 2016 from 
http://www.historicboston.org/info/centers/other/documents/Allston%20Village.pdf 
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Commercial Casebook). Importantly, these conditions are often considered more 
desirable than the decline, neglect, and especially crime in other neighborhoods.  
 In contrast to the perceived decline/neglect of Allston, revitalization efforts since 
the 1980s can be seen also.  In 1994, “Allston Village” was listed as a National Register 
Historic District and in 1995 the Boston Main Streets initiative was established, with 
Allston’s district called “Allston Village.”  In receiving designation as a historic district, 
Allston Village has demonstrated that there are residents interested in preserving, 
renovating, and revitalizing commercial and residential properties. Additionally, The 
Boston Main Street Program’s official mission entails the  “…revitalization of the city’s 
neighborhood commercial districts”14.  The establishment of the Allston Village Main 
Streets District, then, has aimed to encourage retail revitalization, specifically as a 
“fashionable and funky” district (Allston Village Casebook).  
Gentrification is sometimes marked not only by a decrease in the total population 
of an area, as the number of people per housing unit decreases, but also changes to the 
composition of that population (Gale, 1983).  Specifically, gentrifiers typically have 
higher levels of education and household incomes than long-time residents (Atkinson, 
2000; Gale, 1983; Glass, 1964/2010). Property changes also occur, in that there is often a 
decrease in renter occupancy and increase in owner occupancy (Atkinson, 2000).  Rents 
typically increase, as well (Clay, 1983; Gale, 1983; Glass, 2010/1964) and gentrified 
neighborhoods tend to see a decrease in the number of both elderly residents and children 
(Atkinson, 2000; Berry, 1985; Gale, 1983).   
                                                        
14 Boston Main Streets. (n.d.) History. Retrieved 01/06/2016 from 
http://www.bmsfoundation.org/mission.php 
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In contrast, declining or disinvested neighborhoods are marked by decreasing 
household incomes (Wilson, 1990). Historically, disinvested neighborhoods have been in 
the central part of the city and minority neighborhoods, as white flight, suburbanization, 
and globalization moved the economy, and people, away from cities and specific 
neighborhoods (Massey & Denton, 1993; Wilson, 1990).  Property values typically 
decrease or are lower than that of the city. Scholars have also cited the decline in social 
capital in disinvested neighborhoods (Wilson, 1990) that has been detrimental to the life 
chances, including employment, of these populations.  
Population and residential changes in Allston since 1980 illustrate the hybrid 
processes of change that the neighborhood has seen (see Tables 1-6). Specifically, 
Allston has experienced a slight decline in its population (Table 1). The percentage of 
white residents has decreased since 1980 from 83% to 58% (Table 2).  The percentage of 
Black residents has decreased from 6.1% to 5.5% of the population and the percent of 
Hispanic residents has cumulatively remained the same (12.6%; Table 2). However, the 
percentage of Asian residents has increased from 7% to 18% in Allston (Table 2). 
According to the 2012-2016 American Community Survey, Asian households have the 
highest median household incomes ($44,194) and African Americans have the lowest 
median household incomes ($22,930).  
The percentage of residents holding a Bachelor’s Degree has increased and is 
higher than that for Boston (which is over 50%), and the median age of Allston residents 
has consistently been younger than Boston and all other neighborhoods, except Fenway-
Kenmore (2012-2016 American Community Survey). Allston is dominated by rental 
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households, with 87% renter occupancy, considerably higher than Boston, which has 
66% renter occupancy (Table 3). Rents in Allston have increased 76% since 1980 and 
have historically been greater than those in other neighborhoods in Boston (see Table 4).  
While rents in Allston have increased since 1980, they have not increased at rates 
seen in gentrified neighborhoods in Boston, such as the South End which has seen over 
100% increase in rental costs since 1980. Despite the perceived neglect or decline, 
median rents in Allston have historically been greater than rents in Boston, and have been 
greater than rents in the South End even as it gentrified in the 1980s (see Table 4). 
Additionally, the median household income in Allston decreased between 1990 and 2010, 
but has shown a slight increase since 2010 (Table 5).  
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Table 1. Total Population Changes 1980–2015* 
*2015 data are from the 2011–2015 American Community Survey 
 
 
Back Bay and South End Data from “Boston in Context: Neighborhoods,” a report by the Boston Planning and Development 
Agency based on 2015 ACS data 
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Table 2. Racial Composition of Allston 1970*–2010  
 
* 1970–2000 data From Boston Redevelopment Authority, “Historical Boston in Context: Neighborhoods: 1970–2000 
Decennial Census;” 2010 data from Decennial Census; 2015 data from 2011-2015 ACS 
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Table 3. Renter Occupancy 1980–2010 
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Table 4. Median Gross Rent 1980–2010*  
 
*In 2010 inflation adjusted dollars 
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Table 5. Median Household Income 1980-2015*  
*In 2010 inflation-adjusted dollars  
** In 2010, the BRA calculated Back Bay and Beacon Hill as separate areas, whereas previously they were considered one 
planning district or neighborhood.  
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Table 6. White Population (percent) by Neighborhood, 1980–2015 
 
*In 2010, the BRA separated South Boston and the South Boston Waterfront into two neighborhoods or planning districts; data 
here are for South Boston only.  
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Importantly though, scholars demonstrate that in addition to the supply of housing 
and existing rent gaps, potential gentrifiers and their desire to live in specific 
neighborhoods are crucial for gentrification to occur (Florida, 2002; Lloyd, 2006; Smith, 
1996; Zukin, 1982).  As Lloyd (2006) points out, a certain amount of decay or “grit” (pg. 
75) can/does attract certain types of residents who signify a neighborhood’s desirability 
and spark gentrification.  Similarly, Zukin (1982) finds the moving-in of artists to a 
neighborhood legitimizes the neighborhood as desirable, thus setting in motion early 
stages of gentrification.  Noted for its “earthy taverns” (Fun Spot or Not? Residents, 
Revelers at Odds over Climate on Harvard Ave, p. 22) in the 1980s and described 
recently as “gritty” (Commercial Casebook: Allston Village), Allston has a historical 
association with these types of early gentrifiers, such as bohemians, artists, and 
musicians.  Allston was named after Washington Allston, a Cambridge-based artist, and 
the neighborhood has been home to Aerosmith and some of Boston’s most notorious rock 
clubs.  Dubbed “Allston Rock City,” Allston has been characterized as gritty, artistic, and 
home to alternative culture15.   
Nevertheless, scholars have demonstrated that there are thresholds to the amount 
of decay or “grit” (Lloyd, 2006) that attracts gentrifiers (Hwang & Sampson, 2014). 
Specifically, when the perception of “grit” or decay that is seen at times as part of an 
authentic urban experience becomes perceived, instead, as disorder, a neighborhood or 
area is less likely to attract gentrifiers or reinvestment (Hwang & Sampson, 2014).  
                                                        
15Hofherr, J. & Salomon, S. (August 4, 2015) What to Make of All those Allston 
Stereotypes. Retrieved February 8, 2016 from http://www.boston.com/real-
estate/community/2015/08/04/what-make-all-those-allston-
stereotypes/xKwYMsUC6Rqz0GCNX8ztpK/story.html#sthash.EsD8klK5.dpbs 
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While one might expect Allston to have gentrified, given its proximity to public 
transportation, downtown Boston, and cultural amenities, it is important to note that 
Allston has not declined in ways literature describes, either. Marked by social isolation 
(Klinenberg , 2002; Wilson, 1990), disinvested neighborhoods experience physical 
deterioration, general blight, and poverty. As demonstrated in Table 7, Allston has not 
explicitly experienced such changes, despite its reputation for low-quality housing. Often 
the victim of broader economic changes that moved industries outside major U.S. cities, 
these disinvested neighborhoods suffer from fewer job opportunities and disinvestment 
from government resources (Massey & Denton, 1993; Wilson, 1990).  
 
Table 7. Comparison Across Neighborhood Types 
 
 Gentrified Neighborhoods 
Declining/Non-
Gentrifying 
Neighborhoods 
Allston 
Residential Changes    
Higher rents than non-
gentrified neighborhoods Yes No Yes 
Increase in Owner Occupancy Yes No No 
    
Population Changes    
Highly educated (greater % 
with BA than other 
neighborhoods) 
Yes No Yes 
Higher household income 
than other neighborhoods Yes No No 
Increase in white population Yes16 No No; decrease 
Commercial Changes    
Upscaling of retail 
(boutiquing) Yes No Yes—to a degree 
 
                                                        
16 With notable exceptions, (e.g., Hyra, 2008; Pattillo, 2007) 
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Empirically, Allston does not display general characteristics associated with 
gentrified neighborhoods, despite several indicators that might have suggested a push 
toward gentrification, nor those typically associated with declining neighborhoods (Table 
8). What is less clear, however, is what specifically has shaped Allston’s trajectory of 
change. In other instances where gentrification took a different trajectory, such as Rogers 
Park in Chicago (Berrey, 2005), The Tenderloin in San Francisco (Robinson, 1995), or 
Oakland (Rhomberg, 2004), scholars have demonstrated the urban forces and the 
historical particularities of each neighborhood that shaped the specific nature of urban 
change in these places. In particular, potential limits to diversity in attracting potential 
gentrifiers and/or the role of social movements and local civic groups in mitigating 
gentrification have shaped how these neighborhoods have experienced change. Like 
Allston, these neighborhoods challenge expectations of linearity in urban change.   
The Tenderloin, a neighborhood in San Francisco, specifically was able to prevent 
earlier gentrification and upscaling through grassroots activism focused on slow growth 
(Robinson, 1995). The North of Market Planning Coalition established itself as a 
neighborhood political advocacy group that distinguished itself from potential gentrifiers, 
developed an organizational structure that emphasized citizen outreach, and helped 
organize and encourage neighborhood nonprofits, often composed of displacees from 
other gentrified neighborhoods (Robinson, 1995).  Specifically, The North of Market 
Planning Coalition achieved a moratorium on single room occupancy conversions, 
pushed for zoning changes that discouraged tourist-catering enterprises, established non-
profit low-income housing, and expanded the application of the California Environmental 
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Quality Act from just the physical environment to the social environment that required 
new hotels to counter the socioeconomic effects of gentrification (Robinson, 1995).  
Through their grassroots activism, The Tenderloin has successfully mitigated gentrifying 
forces.  
 Roger’s Park, a neighborhood in Chicago well-known for its diversity, has seen 
certain changes that demonstrate gentrification has happened, yet other indicators dispel 
claims of gentrification (Berrey, 2005). Roger’s Park has seen an increase in the cost of 
homes, condominium conversions, increased rates of homeownership, and the 
displacement of low-income renters (Berrey, 2005).  However, the neighborhood remains 
less expensive than other proximate neighborhoods, has low owner occupancy rates, and 
has had difficulties attracting businesses that appeal to middle-class residents (Berrey, 
2005).  Berrey illustrates how diversity, as a rhetorical device, has been used by both pro- 
and anti-gentrification groups within Rogers Park, complicating the role of marketing 
diversity in urban processes of change or stability. The degree to which Rogers Park has 
gentrified has been debated17, indicating that the presence of diversity, while at times 
viewed as attracting gentrifiers (Florida, 2002; Zukin, 1987), has a nuanced relationship 
with revitalization and gentrification.  
Oakland, CA, another example of an urban area that did not gentrify as predicted, 
has experienced specific historical and socio-political events that have shaped the 
processes of change within the city (Rhomberg, 2004).  Specifically, Rhomberg points to 
the racial and ethnic history of Oakland, beginning with its’ ties to the KKK in the early 
                                                        
17 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/apr/11/confessions-gentrification-race-
rogers-park-chicago accessed March 18, 2018.  
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20th century and the emergence of the Black Panther Party as a form of political 
mobilization in the 1970s.  The historical and socioeconomic structure of the city is 
directly related to the spatial and temporal structure of the city, particularly in the 
enduring class and racial distinctions between East and West Oakland (Rhomberg, 2004). 
This historical specificity has also shaped the growth machine in Oakland that shapes 
processes of change (Rhomberg, 2004). Finally, Rhomberg demonstrates the role of 
social movements in preventing gentrification or other urban upscaling in Oakland, 
specifically the organization of white homeowners against integration and the mayoral 
bid made by Bobby Seale, the co-founder of the Black Panther Party. In all three 
neighborhoods, the trajectories of these urban changes and reinvestment patterns do not 
fit traditional processes of gentrification, whether in degree or speed. In Oakland and The 
Tenderloin, neighborhood groups and/or social movements acted in ways to mitigate 
gentrification and its effects. In Roger’s Park, diversity, as a neighborhood attribute, was 
heralded by both supporters and advocates of gentrification, complicating the assumed 
relationship between diversity as an appeal to middle-class gentrifiers. These scholars 
(Berrey, 2005; Rhomberg, 2004; Robinson, 1995) have demonstrated that gentrification 
is not necessarily a linear, uninterrupted, or quick process of urban change.   
 Additionally, recent studies have demonstrated that the racial and ethnic 
composition of a neighborhood, shaped by the racial and ethnic history of a city, not only 
shapes the degree of reinvestment and gentrification that occur in the neighborhood, but 
also reproduces and reinforces racial stratification within the city (Hwang, 2015; Hwang 
& Sampson, 2014).  Importantly, it is the perception of disorder within minority 
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neighborhoods that deters potential gentrifiers (Hwang & Sampson, 2014), demonstrating 
the importance of collective orientation in shaping reinvestment patterns in a 
neighborhood and city.   
Allston is a hybrid neighborhood, then, at times experiencing upscaling and at 
other times seemingly experiencing decline and disinvestment. Allston residents pushed 
back against urban renewal, but also have not experienced private, large-scale 
revitalization. While we have explanations for why certain neighborhoods gentrify, often 
relying on institutional interests or gentrifiers’ demands, and how and why 
neighborhoods experience decline and disinvestment, we know less about the 
neighborhood frames and narratives that hybrid neighborhoods produce and how these 
narrative frames orient neighborhood action and practice.  
Methods  
 This study is based on two years of ethnographic field observations in Allston, as 
well as interviews with over 60 residents, business owners, real estate agents, and 
community organizations. Ethnographic field work was conducted at regular meetings for 
the following civic organizations: The Allston Civic Association, The Brighton Allston 
Improvement Association, The Harvard Allston Task Force, The Boston College Task 
Force, and the Boston Planning and Development Agency. I also attended and observed 
meetings for specific residential developments, The Allston Brighton Community 
Development Corporation, The Neighborhood Stabilization Task Force, The Brighton 
Allston Historical Society, and The Allston Homeowners Union. I collected additional 
ethnographic data at the following neighborhood events: The Allston Village Street Fair, 
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Allston’s Awesome Christmas (both similar to block parties), holiday-related events, 
such as wreath decorating, food drives, benefit concerts, neighborhood tour led by the 
Boston Planning and Development Agency, and local political and electoral events (such 
as a meeting and rally for the Community Preservation Act that residents voted on in 
November 2016 and a forum with the three local city councilor candidates). Finally, I 
conducted ethnographic observations at various restaurants and bars in Allston. 
The interviews were semi-structured and open-ended, and all interviews except 
one were recorded and transcribed.  Interviewees were recruited in various ways, 
including at local civic meetings, place of business/work, via email and/or telephone call, 
through snowball sampling, and via flyers posted in public places in Allston. On average, 
interviews lasted between one and two hours. Once transcribed, interview data were 
coded using NVivo software.  All identifying information about respondents was kept 
separate from the recorded interviews and transcriptions. The names of local businesses 
owned by respondents, specific home locations, and identifying details have been 
changed to ensure confidentiality and privacy for all respondents. All recordings and 
transcripts are kept on a password-protected computer in password-protected files. See 
The Appendix for a copy of the interview protocols.  
 I also consulted census data and city records to verify residents’ and institutions’ 
accounts of change over time, such as demographic changes and neighborhood 
developments.  I looked to university master plans and housing plans to see how the 
universities immediately surrounding Allston have interacted with the neighborhood (in 
terms of community/neighborhood planning) and how they have planned over time to 
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house students.  
Research Questions 
This study broadly focuses on four research questions that reflect the above 
theoretical questions. First, I am interested in what neighborhood narrative frames are 
produced in a neighborhood that has experienced relatively durable characteristics of 
both gentrified and non-gentrified neighborhoods and by whom. Secondly, in what ways 
do the neighborhood narrative frames accurately reflect neighborhood conditions, 
including the physical and social landscape. Third, how do residents of this kind of 
neighborhood perpetuate, negotiate, and/or challenge the dominant neighborhood 
narrative frames and how do these narratives align with or resist perceptions of 
appropriate change. Fourth, and finally, if these neighborhoods are cases of stalled 
gentrification, how have neighborhood narrative frames been utilized to encourage, 
justify, discourage, and/or challenge reinvestment in the neighborhood?  
Findings 
 There are distinct cohorts of neighborhood actors in Allston who draw on an 
“Allston is young” neighborhood narrative frame to discuss, understand, and orient 
themselves to Allston, particularly in its context as a hybrid neighborhood. These cohorts 
include Lifers (lifelong residents), longtime residents, who are referred to as “Bike 
People” by Lifers and others, current students, new residents, real estate agents, business 
owners, and community/civic organization members. While Bike People do not always 
refer to themselves as such, Lifers typically use this name as a means of distinction. Bike 
People advocate for pedestrian, bicycle, and transit-oriented development, which Lifers 
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are not completely opposed to; however, Lifers, do insist that residents of the 
neighborhood primarily drive cars. As will be explained in Chapter Three, Lifers and 
Bike People have distinct narratives of Allston that are rooted in their own personal 
histories with the neighborhood and orient their vision of Allston’s future.  
 Allston is consistently described as “young,” which allows actors to at times 
discuss it as student neighborhood and at times as a neighborhood of young 
professionals—or becoming young professional—and gentrifying. A “young” 
neighborhood narrative frame allows residents and neighborhood actors to navigate and 
understand Allston as, at times, gentrifying, and at other times, as not gentrifying, 
reflecting and reifying Allston’s hybridity. Allston’s landscape and reputation as a 
student neighborhood have been historically shaped by institutional forces in and around 
the neighborhood, especially universities and investors, by providing a student residential 
population. While the City of Boston only recently began mapping where students live in 
Boston, city reports dating back to the 1950s and 1960s discuss Allston as Boston’s 
student neighborhood, influenced by its proximity to Boston University and Harvard 
University, and the growth of these institutions at the time. Additionally, as delineated 
below, investors have historically been active in purchasing and managing residential 
properties, often in the form of absentee landlordism and condominium conversion. Local 
neighborhood actors, then, utilize neighborhood narratives to navigate a situation created 
by these institutions.  
By emphasizing the desire to attract “young professionals,” some 
residents/business owners seem to be gesturing toward Allston’s (eventual) gentrification, 
  
47 
while being able to mitigate or qualify this statement by saying that Allston’s 
gentrification is dependent upon future changes (investment to attract middle class). But 
also, the “young” neighborhood narrative frame allows certain local actors, such as real 
estate agents, students, and even relatively longtime residents, to frame Allston as a 
student neighborhood, justifying deleterious housing conditions, framing Allston as a rite 
of passage, and even calling for changes to bar times/house parties.  
“Allston as young” is not a surprising narrative frame for locals to embrace, but 
different neighborhood actors have distinct interpretations of the Allston’s narrative as 
being a “young” neighborhood. “Young” can mean student, but “young” can also be code 
for hip, bohemian, fun, and the creative class, all signals of a gentrifying neighborhood, 
or “young” could mean a departure from Allston’s historically working class, family 
population. The distinct interpretations of the “Allston as young” narrative facilitate 
Allston’s hybrid characteristics. As explicated in the following chapters, two cohorts of 
residents rely on or use the “Allston as young” narrative to understand their role to be that 
of an early gentrifier (Chapter 2). Specifically, these two cohorts both moved to Allston 
as students and came to understand Allston as a neighborhood of young professionals, 
demonstrating that the “Allston as young” narrative can and does change over the life 
course of residents, demonstrating the hybridity Allston has experienced that 
encompasses both gentrification and non-gentrification. That Allston is young is decried 
by lifelong residents as neighborhood decline, noting the lack of families, as explained in 
Chapter 3. Allston as young is understood by “bike people,” many former students, as 
reflecting the young professional population of Allston (of which they are a part), yet is 
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reminiscent of their time in the neighborhood as students. As Chapter 4 argues, that 
Allston is young, and specifically a student neighborhood, also establishes Allston’s 
legitimacy, distinguishes it from other neighborhoods, obscures deleterious living 
conditions, frames residency as a rite of passage, and justifies, for students, engaging in 
“shitty behaviors.” Finally, in Chapter 5, I demonstrate that Allston’s narrative as a young 
neighborhood, and specifically a student neighborhood, is used by both real estate agents 
and students to engage in local rituals that perpetuate Allston’s enduring narrative. Local 
rituals around student movement within Allston further act to deter broader upscaling or 
gentrification by spotlighting Allston’s housing conditions, the prominence of trash and 
disregard, the student population, and the instability of Allston’s residential population.   
The “Allston as young” narrative, that encompasses distinct meanings and 
orientations, allows certain residents to continue to exert control and claim neighborhood 
legitimacy even as they move through the life course, a novel contribution to the urban 
literature and literature on neighborhood narrative frames. Bike People are all former 
students who engaged in many of the “student behaviors” they now lament, such as house 
parties and graffiti tagging. However, bike people shift their narrative from Allston as 
young, meaning student, to Allston as young, meaning young professional, attempting to 
ensure their inclusion in neighborhood identity and their legitimacy as neighborhood 
residents and business owners. Allston, then, presents a novel case of neighborhood 
change, that of a hybrid neighborhood, and also demonstrates how a neighborhood 
narrative frame can be interpreted and deployed in distinct ways, and can change over 
time for one cohort of residents, shifting their orientation to a single neighborhood.  
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Chapter Two: When Students Stick Around: Multiple Pioneers in an Ambiguous 
Neighborhood 
Introduction 
The stage models approach to gentrification has been critiqued (Williams, 1988) 
and expanded (Hackworth and Smith 2001; Kerstein, 1990), yet the idea that there are 
distinct cohorts of gentrifiers and that areas experience stages of change are still used in 
discussing changes to a neighborhood or urban area (for instance, artists in Soho who 
motivated the in-movement of wealthier, middle-class gentrifiers and the subsequent 
gentrification of Soho lofts; Zukin, 1982). The presence of “first stage gentrifiers” or 
later-stage investment often acts as markers or signals that shape our expectations about 
the future of a neighborhood and that contribute to the full gentrification of a 
neighborhood. This chapter challenges assumptions that early gentrifiers are a necessary 
condition of gentrification, in that Allston has had multiple cohorts of early gentrifiers but 
has not gentrified. Additionally, all studies of early gentrifiers have been in 
neighborhoods that did gentrify and this chapter presents perspectives of two cohorts of 
early gentrifiers in a neighborhood that has not residentially and commercially gentrified.  
This chapter demonstrates that there are two distinct groups of neighborhood 
actors who view themselves as “pioneers” (see Brown-Saracino, 2010 for an overview) in 
Allston, or first stage gentrifiers who actively invest in a neighborhood and welcome 
changes associated with those investments. Two distinct time periods in Allston, 
1980s/1990s and 2000-now, have been marked by an influx of “risk oblivious” (Clay, 
1983) residents, primarily students and creative types and have experienced both 
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residential and commercial changes. Both cohorts embrace the “Allston as young” 
narrative, with an evolving orientation to this narrative from Allston as a student 
neighborhood to Allston as a neighborhood for young professionals, and thus investment. 
While both cohorts acknowledge Allston’s student presence (the vast majority being 
former students themselves), these cohorts specifically emphasize Allston as young in its 
potential for growth and as a place for investment and upscaling. Both cohorts moved to 
Allston during their college years, but have remained a presence in the neighborhood 
either as business owners and/or residents and community activists, shifting their role 
from student to young professional in the neighborhood. I argue that Allston experienced 
commercial gentrification in the 1980s and 1990s, as dive bars were replaced with craft 
beer bars, yet did not experience residential gentrification and the in-movement of middle 
class residents. Rather, Allston was able to maintain its student-oriented real estate 
market, and, due to students’ relative transience, did not experience residential 
gentrification, characterized by increases in owner occupancy by middle-class people 
(see Tables 3 and 5). However, Boston’s population has been increasing since 1980, 
specifically since 2010, and is experiencing an increase in residential developments, 
including in Allston18.  It is within the context of Allston’s hybridity that the two cohorts 
have understood their role in Allston.  
Despite the commercial changes Allston experienced in the 1980s/1990s and the 
current plans for residential developments in Allston, both cohorts see themselves as a 
type of pioneer in Allston rooted in their understanding of the neighborhood at the time 
                                                        
18 See “Imagine Boston 2030”  https://imagine.boston.gov/ accessed July 20, 2017  
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they first experienced it. While both cohorts understand their role to that of a pioneer, 
stage models literature would predict an entrance of later stage gentrifiers (e.g., middle 
class; Clay, 1983), rather than an additional cohort who see themselves as pioneers (see 
Table 9, below). This pioneer narrative is shaped not only by their understanding of 
Allston as gritty, dirty, or grungy, often explained vis-à-vis Allston’s visible crime and 
drug use19, but also as hip, unique, and funky.  
These perceptions, and thus the identity as pioneers, are confirmed or exacerbated 
by comparisons they make between Allston and other Boston neighborhoods such as 
Back Bay, Jamaica Plain, or Somerville, especially in Allston’s hybridity of ascent and 
decline. Because these neighborhoods are wealthier (see Table 5) and 
gentrified/gentrifying (see end Tables), both cohorts understand Allston as not having 
gentrified. These perceptions have also been perpetuated by the absence of residential 
gentrification. While the earlier cohort specifically cites their role in cleaning up Allston, 
the later cohort has a nuanced understanding of their role in Allston’s future, both 
advocating for higher density development and fearing their own (and others’) 
displacement.   
The case of Allston, then, challenges theoretical assumptions of stage models of 
gentrification, in that neighborhood actors’ relative perceptions of change across a city 
can shape their identification as gentrifiers, in this case as first stage gentrifiers or 
                                                        
19 While crime is relatively low in Allston (see 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5086f19ce4b0ad16ff15598d/t/5850242a20099e0ed
cfc8a7e/1481647146815/12-11-16+3.pdf accessed February 23, 2017), informants from 
both cohorts pointed to the abundance of graffiti, visible drug and alcohol use, and 
general disarray in Allston as evidence of Allston’s disorderly nature.   
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pioneers. More specifically, according to stage models, we would expect the first cohort 
of pioneers (1980s/1990s) to initiate changes that then facilitate the inmovement of more 
middle class gentrifiers, who do not identify as pioneers precisely because reinvestment 
that makes housing and retail amenable to their tastes has already occurred. Instead, 
Allston experienced another cohort of residents who understand themselves to be 
pioneers and investing in neighborhood change. Recent real estate data reports that in 
Allston 92% of offers resulted in bidding wars and over half of home sales were all 
cash20, evidence of investor, rather than middle class interest in Allston. Both cohorts 
look to other wealthier neighborhoods as evidence and confirmation of their role as 
pioneers in a disinvested neighborhood, especially as neighborhood actors in Allston tend 
to be students and investors, rather than homeowners. Members of both cohorts indicated 
gave several reasons for Allston’s unique pathway including the consistent influx of a 
constantly changing student population (and the associated stigma of a student 
neighborhood), the lack of an institutionalized or commercial creative community that 
appeals to and is accessible to middle class gentrifiers, and the continued perception of 
drugs and crime.    
  
                                                        
20 https://www.redfin.com/blog/2015/12/homebuyer-competition-was-crazy-in-2015-
these-four-cities-had-it-especially-bad.html#.Voeol5MrIn0 accessed April 5, 2018. 
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Table 8. Stage Models Predictions and Allston 
Stage Models Theory (from Clay, 
1979, 1983; Kerstein, 1990) 
Allston 
First Stage: “Risk Oblivious” 
Pioneers  
 
-Low economic capital 
-High cultural capital  
Two cohorts who understand themselves to be 
pioneers (1980s/1990s and 2000-now) 
Pioneers attracted by: 
1. low cost of housing 
2. demographic diversity 
3. location 
4. expression of identity 
5. shifting social values 
Pioneers attracted by: 
1. low (relatively) cost of housing (especially 
compared to cost of living on campus) 
2. Diversity (especially noted via presence of 
restaurants) 
3. location/proximity to school 
4. night life, music scene, restaurants  
5. 1980s/1990s: moved to suburb with family 
2000s-now: delayed home ownership due 
to cost 
Second Stage: More of the same   
Third Stage:  
-Media attention 
-Increased physical improvements  
-Housing becomes part of the 
middle class market 
-Gentrifiers make increased 
demands for improvement 
-Gentrifiers change pioneers’ 
organizations  
Allston experienced media attention in the 1980s 
(fear of displacement of students) and currently 
(“The Brooklynization of Allston Begins”).  
 
Questionable physical improvements to housing; 
commercial investment noted. 
 
Housing is not part of the middle class market.  
 
1980s/1990s: upscaled commercial  
Bike People: do make demands for transit. 
 
No discernible change to organizations 
Fourth Stage: “Risk Averse” In-
movers 
 
-Business/Managerial class  
Presence of absentee landlords, investors (over 
half of sales in 2015 were in cash; over 90% 
engaged in bidding wars).  
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The Pioneers of Allston 
Overview of Demographic Changes 
After briefly explaining broad demographic changes Allston has experienced 
since 1980, I will then outline the residential and commercial changes for two time 
periods: the 1980s/1990s and 2000s-2017. Tables 1-6 illustrate the overall demographic 
changes Allston and other neighborhoods in Boston have experienced since 1980. 
Overall, between 1980 and 2010, Allston’s population has slightly decreased and become 
younger and more educated.  There has been an increase in the Asian population in 
Allston and a decrease in the median household income of Allston residents.  
Since 1980, the total population in Allston has decreased, especially the white 
population, which decreased from 68% to 54% of Allston’s total population. 
Additionally, the Boston Redevelopment Authority reports that in 1970, 91% of the 
population of Allston was white (Historical Boston in Context: Neighborhoods), which 
indicates a substantial out-movement of white residents from Allston during this 10-year 
period. The BRA reports that the percentage of Black and Hispanic residents in 1970 was 
2.5% and 3.1%, respectively (Historical Boston in Context: Neighborhoods). Since 1980, 
however, the percentage of Black and Hispanic residents has cumulatively remained the 
same (6.1% and 12.6%, respectively), with small increases in 1990. The percentage of 
Asian residents has increased 11.2% in Allston since 1980 to almost 20% of the 
population. The percentage of residents holding a Bachelor’s Degree in Allston has 
increased to 62%, higher than Boston as a city (2016 American Community Survey). The 
median age of Allston residents, 26.1 years old (2010 U.S. Census), has consistently been 
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younger than that of Boston and all other neighborhoods in Boston, except Fenway-
Kenmore.  
The median household income in Allston has decreased specifically since 1990, 
with Roxbury and Fenway-Kenmore being the only two neighborhoods with lower 
median household incomes (Table 5). Rents in Allston have increased, overall, since 
1980 (Table 4). The renter occupancy of Allston has historically and consistently been 
high, at around 90% since 1980, indicating the neighborhood has experienced relatively 
few owner occupants (Table 3). During the 1980s, Allston experienced rampant 
condoization as large apartment buildings and older Victorian homes were divided up and 
sold individually to absentee landlords21.  
1980s-1990s: The First Wave of “Pioneers”   
Entrepreneurial Students 
By the 1980s, the BRA reports that Allston had become Boston’s student 
neighborhood as local universities expanded enrollment and grew. During this time 
period, Allston experienced not only an increase in student residents, but also in former 
students who perceived themselves to be early pioneers. This group of neighborhood 
business owners and residents who view themselves as Allston pioneers moved to Allston 
in the 1980s/1990s to attend school and saw opportunities to run their own businesses 
and/or invest in residential properties. This group of “pioneers” are white men now in 
                                                        
21 See Dober, P. (March, 1991) “House of Cards: Absentee-Owned Condominiums and 
Neighborhood Stability” report prepared for the Allston Brighton Community 
Development Corporation, Fenway Community Development Corporation, and the 
Massachusetts Tenants Organization under contract with the Boston Redevelopment 
Authority.   
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their 40s and 50s. Most, but not all, of them have moved out of Allston. All but one 
opened multiple businesses that range from restaurants, bars, technology companies, an 
entertainment company, tattoo shops, and coffee shops. While they still view Allston as 
having specific problems, such as drugs and crime, they also locate themselves as having 
“cleaned up” part of the neighborhood or as having contributed to the improvements 
Allston has experienced. They all also described fond memories they have of Allston, 
often of attending parties and their youth.  
Phil, Robert, Will, and John are members of this early cohort and express 
motivations for moving to and opening business in Allston that reflect their role as early 
gentrifiers, including Allston’s central location, its vibrancy and amenities, and the 
relatively low cost. Phil, Will, and Robert moved to Boston to attend college, and John 
moved to Boston in his 20s from a local suburb, and all three lived in Allston.  
Paralleling predictions of stage models theory, this cohort pointed to Allston’s 
cultural amenities, such as bars, restaurants, and art/music scenes as factors in their move 
to Allston. John specifically discussed coming to Allston in his teenage years:  
Then later when I was in high school maybe, it was the place where all the 
crazy bars were. You wanted to get messed up, and drunk, and stupid? 
This was the place. I lived in Framingham. I'd be like "Let's go to this 
place, Molly's. They've got 10 cent drinks. We're only 14 or 15, but we 
can maybe sneak in." It was almost too crazy. 
 
Additionally, Robert reminisced about his time in college living in Allston, saying that 
once one of his friends moved to Allston he began to spend a lot more time in the 
neighborhood, eventually moving to Allston:  
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I have a very long and fairly deep history with this neighborhood. In fact, 
when I was going to BU, I went to a place that was at the time called Our 
House. It was a bar and restaurant on Commonwealth Avenue. It was 1981 
with my roommate and we drank pitchers of beer and had buffalo wings 
and watched the Raiders beat the Eagles.  
 
Phil, who has long worked in the creative industry, specifically discussed the presence of 
an art and music scene in Allston as motivating his decision to continue to live and run a 
business in Allston. Phil explained: 
Yeah, I like a lot of people in Allston. I like the art/music scene. I like the 
unending talent pool that comes out of the schools. It's not just the schools 
that immediately surround us, there's art schools and stuff that are all the 
way up to the Longwood area and stuff, but this is a hub of that more so 
than pretty much any other neighborhood. A lot of people flock to Central 
Square, but Allston's got a real population of people that live right here that 
aren't college students, that are long-term creative types that lived here a 
long time, have a history of bands practicing in basements and rehearsal 
spaces and the art scene and the arts studios and the art shows and all of 
that. That's a big part of it. Like I said, there's a never-ending talent pool. 
 
In fact, Phil explained to me that he moved to Newton and bought a home, but returned to 
Allston specifically because of its art and music scene. Phil, Robert, and John opened 
businesses in Allston and Robert and John both purchased residential properties, as well.   
John specifically cited the relatively low cost for commercial space as motivating 
his decision to open a restaurant in Allston:  
I wanted to be at Harvard Square, but the prices, like they are now, were 
ridiculous. I'm like "Yeah. I can't afford that." I had no money. I was 
working on borrowing credit cards from people to use their credit line and 
promised to pay them back on my own credit cards. I was lying on 
applications to open up a business. It was brutal. I had nothing to open a 
business with…That's why I came to Allston. It's like "You know what? I 
got a good deal." There was a guy that was going out of business, and I 
negotiated a financing deal with him. 
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As the stage models approach would predict, these early gentrifiers moved to Allston 
motivated by the relatively low cost, the presence of desirable aesthetics or amenities, 
and its location, taking on risks associated with investing in new businesses. 
Additionally, they viewed themselves as improving a rough neighborhood, seeing 
themselves as “pioneers” in Allston. Importantly, however, while Phil acknowledges that 
he has contributed to certain changes in Allston, such as buying a commercial space that 
was a longtime furniture store and converting it into a tattoo shop, he argues that Allston 
is currently undergoing gentrification and that what initially attracted him to Allston was 
its relatively cheaper cost than Harvard Square and he explicitly frames his concerns over 
Allston’s changes in the neighborhood becoming “another Harvard Square.”  
Commercial Changes 
Robert and John specifically described Allston in the 1980s and 1990s as 
neglected, declining, and sketchy, and relayed stories of rampant heroin use and 
overdoses throughout the area. Following a kind of pioneer narrative, they explained to 
me both how disinvested Allston was at the time, but also how they sought to gentrify it. 
Robert, a white, male business and residential owner in his 50s, described one of the bars 
he owns that he says was a neighborhood embarrassment and drug den when he bought it 
in the 1980s and how he envisioned changing this stigma: 
All the places that I found in this neighborhood were kind of run down and 
sort of old men's bars or rock and roll clubs and not very appealing to me. 
My vision was to turn this neighborhood place into a place that my friends 
and I would want to go to. I bought the place, I renovated it, I changed the 
name, and I got rid of the bartenders who were mostly older men and 
women. The place had a very bad reputation, which mostly I didn't come 
to find out until after I already owned it….The neighborhood had a 
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reputation in the 80s as being a hotbed of heroin usage… In fact, I found 
out that the place that I bought ... I didn't find this out until after I owned it 
... Someone had had a heroin overdose inside the bar. People just thought 
he was asleep. He was in a booth and when they realized he had died, he 
had stopped breathing, the people were sort of clannish and loyal to the 
bar and they knew that it would look bad. They carried him out and put 
him in his car, and then called 911. It was a deliberate effort to try to not 
have the negative thing of somebody overdosing being connected to the 
bar. 
 
Robert, who moved to Boston to attend Boston University, worked in restaurants in Back 
Bay before opening his own businesses. In discussing his motivation to open and 
renovate existing commercial spaces, he explained: “I was making great money, I was 
working with and serving interesting, sort of educated, urbane people. When I wanted to 
go out, I kind of wanted to be around the same type of people and I wasn't finding a place 
that I liked.” So, Robert set out to create a space that would cater to “interesting, sort of 
educated, urbane people.” This intentional upscaling is also framed as contributing to the 
neighborhood good in getting rid of a drug den. While Robert discusses his business 
interests as contributing to the neighborhood good, he also recognizes his role as a 
gentrifier and his contribution to commercial upscaling. As Robert and I sat in one of his 
restaurants, he explained:   
Now I have a formula. It's to buy a rundown place in a good location. This 
[the restaurant we are at] was the third location. This place I bought in 
1997 and closed immediately for renovations, reopened in 1998. The 
business plan for me has always been to make my places into a 
neighborhood place that's a meeting place and a friendly, local watering 
hole; the kind of place that I wanted to go to when I was in my twenties 
and thirties, and upgrade the service and the look and the cleanliness and 
the professionalism of the staff, and not cater to any specific group or 
clientele. 
 
  
60 
As indicated above, Robert has engaged in commercial upscaling in buying and 
renovating his businesses, that are, with only one exception, all in Allston and 
Brighton. Important to emphasize, prior to running his own businesses, Robert 
worked in the Back Bay and frequented bars in Allston, so his point of 
comparison was the patrons of businesses in Back Bay, who, as demographic data 
demonstrate, were quite distinct from Allston: they were whiter (Table 6), had 
higher household incomes (Table 5), paid lower rents (Table 4), had lower renter 
occupancy and higher owner occupancy (Table 3), and had a greater and 
increasing population (Table 1). The specific area in Back Bay in which Robert 
worked is also frequented by both tourists and business travelers, as well. By 
insisting on creating spaces for people “like him”, and engaging in commercial 
upscaling, Robert is not only changing the landscape of the neighborhood, but 
also asserting control or ownership of what kind of neighborhood Allston is or 
should be.  
 John is another restaurant owner in Allston, who, like Robert, owns multiple 
establishments that he purchased in the 1980s and 1990s. Both Robert and John lived in 
Allston while in college and before becoming successful restaurateurs, but have since 
moved out of the neighborhood. Both own residential property, as well, and are absentee 
landlords. Again, like Robert, John (who is also a white man in his 50s) remembers 
Allston as “very different” when he first moved there. He also has developed a “formula” 
for success and characterizes his investment in Allston: “Then I just started expanding. I 
opened [This Restaurant]. I opened different places. When I came to Allston, it was a 
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very different landscape. It was rough. We had to clean the blood off the sidewalk every 
night from the brawls and the puke. It was horrible.” John also recognizes his role in 
commercial gentrification, characterizing himself as a pioneer in a “rough” 
neighborhood: 
I started doing Sunday brunch. No one else was doing Sunday brunch. 
Sunday Brunch in Allston? People were like "Are you kidding me?" I 
think, not that I'm crediting myself, but I turned it around. I did the 
landscaping. I cleaned up messes. I got rid of some of the homeless 
people. You know what I mean? I cleaned it up so it got more respectable. 
Then over the years everyone took notice of how busy I was. I had lines 
down the block a lot of nights. I had to have lines and security people out 
front just to come in for food. It wasn't that I had entertainment. You know 
what I mean? We were jamming it hard, and everyone took notice of it. 
That's when places like White Horse came in and took over another place. 
Things started to change up over the years. It was a long period, which is 
why I stayed. Now the competition is such where it's a lot tougher. 
 
Combined, John and Robert currently own 9 restaurants in Allston and Brighton and, 
since 1980, have owned several additional restaurants. They both also own multiple 
residential properties in Allston that they lived in at one time, but now rent (John owns 10 
residential properties in the area). Both John and Robert indicate that there was 
commercial upscaling in Allston during this time period and they both view themselves 
as commercial pioneers in Allston. John and Robert frame their commercial ventures as 
improvements to the neighborhood and recognize the relative upscaling they have been 
involved in. Importantly, all of the businesses the two men own are bars/restaurants. 
While the introduction of more upscale or middle class bars and restaurants certainly can 
contribute to gentrification, given Allston’s large student population, these bars have 
come to be patronized by students.  
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 Allston’s population has increasingly shifted from a working class neighborhood 
to an area primarily inhabited by students, which has created a unique commercial 
landscape that has upscaled, but is not upscale. For instance, along one corridor of 
Allston, a mom-and-pop Brazilian café has been replaced with Deep Ellum, a craft 
cocktail and beer bar named for the hipster Dallas neighborhood, its sister restaurant 
Lone Star, a hip taco bar, and Fomu, a vegan ice cream shop. A used electronics store has 
been replaced by Roxy’s, a grilled cheese restaurant that started as a food truck and won 
third place in The Food Network show, The Great Food Truck Race. Inside Roxy’s, the 
décor is bright and the bathroom walls are plastered with flyers for niche hardcore punk 
and metal bands. Adjacent to this corridor of restaurants are two notable dive bars: The 
Silhouette Lounge and The Model Cafe. One can smell stale beer and cigarettes 
emanating from The Sil, as it is called, from across the street. Sitting in The Sil one 
evening at one of the old, red leather booths by the front door, a 60-ish year old white 
man motioned to my drink, a Pabst Blue Ribbon “tall boy” and a basket of the 
complimentary popcorn, smiling, and informed me I was consuming “The Allston Dinner 
Plate.” While there are instances of commercial upscaling, Allston, and its businesses, 
still embrace its gritty, underground character, as evident in the popular restaurants and 
bars, further evidence of Allston’s hybrid character.  
John indicates this unique relationship when he relays the failure of a local 
business: 
Sarah:  Do you think that benefits your businesses, having the constant flow [of 
students]? 
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John: Well, it is what it is. Once you understand what it is, then you can put the right 
business in. However, people used to think and still do the streets are paved 
with gold here if you open up a business. Boy, do people get a rude awakening 
when they find out it's tough. Like Kelly's Roast Beef. They put a million 
dollars into the place next to McDonald's. People are like "Screw it. I'll go to 
McDonald's. I can get a burger there for a buck. I'm not going to pay five at 
Kelly's. It's not that much better.” You know what? They're going to 
McDonald's.  
 
Here, John explains that residents of Allston would prefer to purchase food at 
McDonald’s, rather than a local chain that sells slightly more expensive sandwiches. John 
continues, discussing his transformation of a restaurant in Allston: 
The place I bought in 1986, I bought it because they tried to put an upscale 
restaurant in. It was an upscale Italian restaurant. Back in those years there 
was a lot of nouvelle cuisine at upscale places. Who's going to go to 
Allston and spend six to eight bucks in 1987, six to eight bucks for a cup 
of soup and 25 bucks for an entrée? Even right now that doesn't work in 
Allston. It didn't back in 1987, which was my opportunity. I saw to take 
that upscale place like that and turn it into a fun, vibrant place, and add 
some beers in. Back in 1987 the word cool beers weren't necessarily a 
thing. If I was to tell you that back in 1987, "Oh, what do you mean? Are 
you talking about Heineken and Bass?" I'm like "No, no, no." I wasn't 
talking about that back then. I was talking about it early. I took the ball 
and was a leader with that. It was the right demographic for that too.  
 
While John discusses the failure of two local restaurants at two different time periods, he 
highlights the unique commercial landscape. While an upscale Italian restaurant failed, a 
bar selling “cool beers” has been a neighborhood success since the 1980s. Yet, at the 
same time, both John and Robert specifically contrast their businesses and business 
models with local dive bars and establishments that are solely bars, by pointing to their 
upscaling and investment in neighborhood improvement. Indeed, it is often commercial 
turnover, specifically the disappearance of dive bars and the introduction of craft 
beer/cocktail bars, that indicates to first stage gentrifiers that more widespread 
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demographic changes are impending (Ocejo, 2014). Both indicated they were attempting 
to create places comfortable for people like themselves when they first established their 
restaurants: 20-something year old, relatively educated, white men. Allston, at the time, 
was a neighborhood in which upscale Italian dining was not successful, but Sunday 
brunch and “cool beers” have been successful. Perhaps, then, these early gentrifiers had 
to create spaces that are amenable to local students, yet also engage in slight upscaling.  
 The bars/restaurants that John and Robert own continue to be patronized by 
students and seemingly cater to the populations they initially aimed to attract. The 
restaurant Robert owns in which we had our interview is expansive, with three bars, 
several pool tables, ample seating, and televisions around one of the bars for sports 
watching. However, this venue is not specifically a sports bar, “or an Irish bar or a dance 
club…[it is] just a neighborhood place,” Robert specifically pointed out. Likewise, one of 
John’s restaurants has been nationally recognized for its bar food and is notorious for its 
expansive beer menu. On a typical Friday or Saturday night both venues attract sizeable 
crowds of young people, with lines to get in stretching down the street. Perhaps the most 
telling sign that both bars are frequented by students is the change, or the exodus, that 
happens each summer. While the school year means both venues will be overflowing 
with students and young people, during the summers, quietness settles into the Allston 
bar scene. While the local bars still sell their fair share of drinks and food during the 
summers, the lines stretching down the block and the large crowds dissipate. The return 
of students on September 1st, known as “Allston Christmas,” a day both celebrated and 
lamented by locals, marks the end of the summer and the influx of students to Robert, 
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John, and others’ bars.  
 Phil, while not explicitly discuss engaging in the type of upscaling that Robert and 
John did, via cleaning up the neighborhood, did start a technology company in Allston in 
the 1980s. He explained to me he was adamant about keeping his company in Allston due 
to the “pool of local talent.” Phil has continually emphasized the presence of a creative 
class of people in Allston, from which he was able to draw talent and have successful 
businesses, including his locally renowned body art shop that was previously an aging 
furniture store.  
 While the outcomes of this form of investment in Allston did not lead to the levels 
of upscaling that other neighborhoods in Boston have experienced, those who were 
involved in the 1980s and 1990s viewed themselves as “pioneers,” whether that is in 
cleaning blood off the sidewalk, being the first to offer brunch, or creating a 
“neighborhood place,” and thus claiming a kind of ownership of the neighborhood. 
Because of Allston’s demographic changes, relative to other neighborhoods, these in-
movers see themselves as early pioneers in a neighborhood that was declining. While 
they admit that Allston still has certain problems, they see themselves as overall 
contributing to Allston’s improvement or, at the least, its consistency as an artistic, hip, 
and young neighborhood.  
Demographic Changes  
 Demographic and residential changes help contextualize this cohort’s experiences 
in Allston and illustrate the landscape in which they were investing. Between 1980 and 
1990, Allston experienced a decline in its population (Table 1), and specifically in the 
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percentage of the population that is white (Table 2). While Allston experienced a slight 
decline in the percentage of renter occupancy (Table 3), relative to Boston and its 
neighborhoods, Allston continues to have a high percentage of renters compared to owner 
occupants. Importantly, as indicated in Table 4, in 1980, Allston’s median rent was 
greater than median rent for the city of Boston. That Allston’s rents were greater than 
those for the city and eventually for a neighborhood that did gentrify, indicates that 
Allston’s non-gentrified status could be explained in part by the absence of a rent gap (N. 
Smith, 1996). As rents were greater than for the city in 1980, investors or developers did 
not see Allston as an area that could potentially extract even higher rents. Median 
household incomes in Allston between 1980 and 1990 also increased, paralleling both 
Boston and other neighborhoods presented (Table 5).  
 One measure of if a neighborhood is “gentrifiable” is whether the median 
household income is below that of the city (Hammel & Wyly, 1996; Hwang & Sampson, 
2014). In 1980, Allston’s median household income was just slightly above that of the 
city of Boston, indicating perhaps that Allston was not technically “gentrifiable,” yet 
those who engaged with the neighborhood at the time thought of themselves as 
“pioneers.” While Allston “became gentrifiable” in 1990, business owners and residents 
from 1980s and 1990s perceived their own actions as part of commercial gentrification.  
 In summary, between 1980 and 1990, Allston’s total population decreased, 
particularly its white population; Allston experienced a decrease in its renter occupancy, 
an increase in median rent values, and an increase in the median household income of 
residents. These demographic trends, not clearly ascent or decline, experienced over this 
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decade by in-movers who lived and established businesses in the neighborhood, 
contributed to their interpretation of their own identities as “pioneers” in Allston, akin to 
first wave gentrifiers.  While certain demographic trends parallel larger shifts in Boston, 
these in-movers perceptions of Allston and their influence on Allston are also shaped by 
their relative perceptions, specifically comparing Allston to other neighborhoods they 
experienced.  
Residential Changes 
In the 1980s, Allston saw a marked increase in the number of condominiums, as 
the large apartment buildings common in the neighborhood were carved up and sold. 
Specifically, between 1979-1985 the number of condominiums in Allston-Brighton 
increased 1,023% from 366 to 4,109 (Allston-Brighton 1988 Neighborhood Profile). By 
1985, 17% of housing units in Allston-Brighton were condominiums and the number of 
condominiums was second only to Back Bay-Beacon Hill (Allston-Brighton 
Neighborhood Profile, 1988). This condominium conversion, however, was not marked 
by an increase in owner occupancy. In fact, in 1980, 81% and 1990 82% of housing units 
were renter occupied (U.S. Census). Condominium conversion continued and 
condominiums now dominate the Allston-Brighton housing market, as 61% of dwellings 
in the neighborhood are condominiums (Allston-Brighton Data Profile, 2011). This 
widespread condominium conversion has contributed to the competitive rental housing 
market in Allston, with residents often citing absentee and investor landlords as 
responsible for the declining and neglected housing quality, yet consistently increasing 
rents. The high renter occupancy in Allston perhaps reflects the growing student 
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population at the time; however, traditionally, the widespread conversion to 
condominiums would suggest potential higher owner occupancy or an increase in 
homeownership (Berry, 1985). That Allston experienced a widespread condominium 
conversion, but has not gentrified, challenges literature on urban change and 
gentrification in that often condoization is thought to represent gentrification and 
upscaling through increased owner occupancy and the displacement of renters (Atkinson, 
2000; Clay, 1983; Kerstein, 1990).  
 In the years prior, Allston experienced an in-movement of students, and by the 
1980s, some of these former students began investing in the neighborhood via 
commercial upscaling and the purchase of residential properties. These early gentrifiers 
were attracted to Allston because of its central location, its vibrancy and amenities, and 
the relatively low cost, all typical for early gentrifiers (Berry, 1985; Clay, 1975; Kerstein, 
1990). These early gentrifiers engaged in commercial upscaling, seeing themselves as 
pioneers in a rough neighborhood. Despite widespread condoization during this same 
time period, absent from Allston are the successive middle-class and late gentrifiers, and 
the associated later stages of gentrification they are thought to facilitate.  
Summary  
Commercial upscaling occurred during the 1980s and 1990s and was successful in 
changing “divey, old men’s bars” into craft beer bars, sports bars, and bagel shops. The 
former university students I interviewed have been commercially successful, together 
accounting for over 13 businesses in Allston. However, Allston maintained its status as a 
student neighborhood and an influx of middle-class residents and an increase in 
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residential stability predicted by stage models theory did not occur. Rather, in the context 
of a neighborhood experiencing high renter occupancy, a consistent student population, 
and the absence of an in-movement of middle class homeowners, local residents and 
investors understood their role to be that of a commercial pioneer in a disinvested 
neighborhood.  
2000-2015: The Second Wave of “Pioneers”  
“Bike People” 
Currently in Allston there is group of residents who are often referred to as “bike 
people” by lifelong residents (aka “Lifers,” discussed further in Chapter Three) due to 
their emphasis on improving bike and pedestrian access and transit-oriented development 
in Allston, specifically a “People’s Pike,” a proposed pedestrian- and bicycle-only 
pathway that would increase Allston’s connectivity to the Charles River and other parts 
of Boston. Bike People are a cohort of relatively young (20s-early 40s), white, civically 
engaged residents in Allston who overwhelmingly rent and most moved to Allston for 
undergraduate or graduate school and have stayed in the neighborhood. Doug, Karen, and 
Leslie are representative of “bike people” who are active in neighborhood civic groups. 
Like their earlier counterparts, all three moved to Boston to attend college, specifically 
Boston University and Emerson College in the early to mid-2000s, and have since lived 
in Allston. Leslie works for a Boston city councilor, previously having been in charge of 
an Allston economic development organization that Karen now runs. Doug works at a 
local bike shop and runs a bike repair business/co-op. Karen, Leslie, and Doug are 
extremely well known and active in the neighborhood and were specifically suggested to 
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me by several residents and other people I interviewed. Other bike people I interviewed 
were recruited via snowball sampling and recruitment at local meetings and/or 
neighborhood community events, such as The Allston Village Street Fair.  
 Doug captures the motivation to move to and stay in Allston that the second 
wave of early gentrifiers expressed: “It was cool. The transit lines, the streets, the 
nightlife, the geography, just kind of the social nature of what people were up to brought 
me to Allston.” Location, aesthetics/amenities, diversity, and relatively low cost housing 
were all cited as appealing aspects of Allston and reasons why these current residents 
have remained, like literature on pioneer gentrifiers suggests. Leslie specifically discusses 
Allston’s locational appeal by contrasting it with time she spent living in Brighton, an 
adjacent neighborhood: 
I think when I lived there [Brighton] I didn't like it because it's actually 
significantly less convenient to the city. Which is a weird thing because 
it's not that far away, but the perception was that I was a lot farther 
away…Brighton in general, it seemed to lack some of the more diverse 
elements that I liked in Allston. Brighton, it was sort of like you're either 
an old person who has lived there forever or you're like a BC [Boston 
College] undergrad. I was sort of right in the middle and couldn't quite 
find my niche. 
 
Karen, a 25-year old resident, echoed Leslie’s emphasis on the diversity of Allston as 
something that has kept her in the neighborhood since attending college: 
There are a lot of things that have kept me in Allston. I really enjoy all the 
different people that live here. We have a really diverse community, lots 
of immigrants. We have the second highest Asian population, really strong 
Hispanic population. We also have a lot of young people, which is a really 
beneficial thing. For me it's thinking about how can we keep young people 
here? The general trend is that young people live here, and then move to 
Somerville. Somerville's way cooler. Not cooler, but a nicer place to live. 
There are tons of reasons why I live here. The art scene is really great, the 
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music scene is really fantastic, and they have some of the best food in the 
city. 
 
Not only does Karen discuss Allston’s diversity as an appealing characteristic of 
the neighborhood, she also discusses the art, music, and restaurant scenes in Allston. The 
presence of a range of restaurants and a thriving underground, music and art scene were 
commonly cited by this wave of early gentrifiers as motivation to move to and stay in 
Allston.  
 This group of relatively longtime residents in Allston understand themselves to be 
“pioneers” in Allston in that they advocate for specific forms of residential development, 
yet are aware of potential impacts such developments can have on minority and working 
class/low income residents, and exert neighborhood ownership through the People’s Pike. 
In discussing future residential developments, Doug commented: 
 
I think development's needed. We need stuff for that. We are in a lot of 
fallow land is wasted. If you go by the turnpike and see where the 
warehouses used to be, it's just fifty acres of wasted land. If you look at 
what the transit stuff is going to come online, we need to build denser 
housing, especially near transit hubs, because we need more people to live 
here. 
 
Unlike other longtime residents in Allston, Bike People understand bikes (and 
pedestrian-friendly, or alternative transportation broadly) as a community institution that 
is inclusive of groups traditionally excluded from notions of residency and citizenship, 
such as students, immigrants, and minorities that can be used to counter the 
neighborhood’s transience. In discussing his work at a local bike co-op, Doug expressed 
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this vision of bikes, beginning by comparing Allston and Brighton’s Jewish community 
to that in Brooklyn, NY: 
Doug: It baffles me. It's like you're in Brooklyn, or like in Williamsburg or Brooklyn 
or something. It's cool, because I get to experience a lot of these different 
communities with the bike co-op, because everybody rides a bike. Because 
we're free, and we set up on the side of the road, we kind of get anybody who 
passes through. We get a diversity of ages, socioeconomic, and racial, and it's 
great. Everybody connects to the same level of, "Well, how do I fix my bike?" 
Sarah: You said earlier that there was a really strong need for that kind of thing in 
Allston. Is that because there just aren't other institutions that do that, or 
there's a large population of people that just ride bikes? 
Doug: I think it's both, yeah. Bikes Not Bombs serves Jamaica Plain and Roxbury 
very well. Broadway Bicycle School in Cambridge serves them very well. We 
are in kind of a desert here, especially when the bike shops already closed. 
Bicycle Bills closed two years ago, International Bikes closed last year. We 
have Landry's on Comm Ave, but it's kind of a higher end shop that does what 
they do very well…but it's not making it out to the immigrant community, 
because that's where the market is. If you're going to focus on being a retail 
shop, you need to focus on where the market is. 
 There's not the community groups, I mean we are that community group, but I 
feel like every neighborhood could essentially use a bike co-op, but especially 
our neighborhood here in Allston and Brighton. Think about all the bar-backs 
who have to leave the restaurants at 2AM. They're not taking transit. They're 
biking home, and they probably live in Brighton or Allston. Even if you go 
out to Watertown to the restaurants there, they still live in Brighton or Allston. 
 
Doug goes on to explain that much of his work with the bike co-op focuses on teaching 
local residents how to repair their bikes—specifically people who might be intimidated 
by going into a more upscale bike shop due to “…whatever reason, language, or money, 
or just intimidation…” Doug specifically views his work with the community and the 
role of bikes as part of a larger inclusionary community institution. 
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Commercial Changes 
Among those of the same cohort, there are pioneers, like their earlier counterparts 
in the 1980s/1990s, who primarily have engaged in commercial investment in Allston. 
Specifically, the number of Asian businesses, especially restaurants, has increased, 
perhaps reflecting the changing demographics of students at local universities. According 
to each university’s annual report on international students, Harvard University, Boston 
University, and Boston College have all seen increased enrollment of international 
students, specifically Chinese students, who are the largest nationality enrolled as 
international students at each university. Between 2010 and 2015, Harvard experienced a 
70% increase in the enrollment of Chinese students, who now make up 19% of all 
international students at the university. Between 2004/05 and 2016/17, Boston University 
experienced a 554% increase in the enrollment of Chinese students, who now make up 
43% of all international students at the university and Boston College has experienced a 
330% increase in the enrollment of Chinese students, who now make up 40% of all 
international students at the university.  
Jordan, a local business owner who is Korean and has been coming to Allston 
since childhood specifically because of the presence of a Korean community and who 
recently moved to Allston, noted the recent commercial turnover: “…the Korean 
restaurants are still here, all the Korean restaurants are still doing their business, I don't 
think any Korean restaurants have really closed down in this area. Actually, what we've 
been noticing is that it's not so much Korean customers anymore, it's more Chinese 
customers, Vietnamese customers, especially from abroad, international students.”  
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Jordan continued, reflecting on the demographic shifts in Allston and whether the social 
class of students and residents have changed: 
Here it wasn't that big of an Asian population before, even though I was 
coming here way back then, this wasn't that heavily populated Asian 
location, there were a lot more Spanish people. We always knew the punk 
scene was going on, but lately it's just more influx of Asian students, 
Asian businesses coming through. I don't know if I would call that 
gentrification22, just because it's already a middle class place…where the 
international students coming in. I don't really know what I would call 
that. 
 
Jordan has observed that the Asian population, and specifically the Chinese population 
and the number of Chinese students in Allston have increased over time. Jordan 
elaborated that this is reflected in the local businesses, especially restaurants that 
increasingly attempt to appeal to the increased Asian and Chinese population. 
Importantly, also, as Jordan noted, this commercial turnover sometimes involves the 
displacement of Hispanic-run businesses in Allston, such as a Brazilian bakery or a 
Colombian restaurant, replaced, respectively, by a hip taco bar and a Chinese restaurant, 
and the in-movement of international restaurant chains (e.g., BonChon Chicken and 
Beard Papa).  
While these commercial changes represent general commercial turnover that 
urban neighborhoods experience, given the demographics of Allston, these commercial 
changes represent a type of upscaling and displacement of minority businesses. The 
median household income in Allston is $47,485 (2012-2016 American Community 
Survey). For Hispanic residents of Allston, the median household income is $29,076 and 
                                                        
22 I did not specifically ask Jordan any questions about gentrification; this was the term 
he brought up and used. This response was to a question about the ethnic makeup of 
Allston and whether it has changed over time in his experience.  
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for Asian residents of Allston, it is $44,194 (2012-2016 American Community Survey), 
indicating income disparities, and perhaps broader social class disparities, between the 
two minority groups in Allston. Paired with the relatively recent increase in the number 
of Asian residents in Allston, it is possible, then, that the broad increase in the number of 
Asian businesses and the displacement of Hispanic businesses represents a type of 
commercial gentrification as wealthier Asian residents increasingly move to Allston. 
 Furthermore, Jack, a 33-year-old white co-owner of a relatively new restaurant in 
Allston demonstrates that, like the earlier commercial pioneers, commercial success in 
Allston is found in upscaling but not being upscale. Also like the earlier pioneers, Jack 
points to his experience in other areas of Boston as reference points for success: 
Jack:  Our experience, and I say our, me and my partner Grant, the young guys. Our 
experience has always been fast, casual, upscale food and not an upscale price 
necessarily. We both worked on Boylston Street for a long time. When we left 
and we were working in this place we were bartending and working throughout 
the city just to make ends meet. We worked at fine dining places. He did one in 
Back Bay, I did one in Manhattan for a while. Really our bread and butter, what 
we know how to do is not fine dining. It's comfortable, fast casual, craft beer. We 
always knew that's what it was going to be. We're never going to open a sushi 
restaurant. We were craft beer and American comfort, sandwiches, burgers, 
whatever, but a little bit nicer than or trying to be a little bit more upscale I guess. 
There's a lot of dive bars and what not. Not to say—I eat at those places all the 
time—but just something different. Something where the people felt like maybe 
they were getting a little bit better quality product. 
 
Melvin, the owner of a diner in Allston, described his perception of seemingly 
impending upscaling, specifically in reference to The Green District and other luxury 
residential developments, that might push his business out of the neighborhood, though 
he was cautious to call this process gentrification: 
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Melvin: I don't know, I wouldn't say necessarily me, but places like me, might get pushed 
out just by rent increases of that nature. Somebody wants to sell their building, 
because they say, "Oh, hey, they did that over there," I don't know. I'd like to see 
that, I don't know though, all the logistics of that, like how many of those [luxury 
buildings] can go up or like how high the cost of land is going to be due to these 
things. They've built the Bruins arena down the street. I mean it's got to do 
something. I didn't go to school for anything like that, but it's got to have its affect 
somewhere. I'm just hoping somebody comes and floats me an offer and I can 
say, “Okay.” 
 
Sarah: You would leave? 
 
Melvin: Oh, I would leave. I would go, yeah, but I would go move 30 minute outside the 
city. 
 
Sarah: Oh, so is that the goal then? 
 
Melvin: Yeah. 
 
Melvin is a 31-year-old white man who spent much of his 20s hanging out, playing 
music, and partying in Allston. However, he has never been able to afford to live in 
Allston and currently lives in a nearby suburb23. Like earlier pioneers, Melvin 
understands his restaurant as filling a need in the neighborhood and doing something 
innovative and says that as he gets older he has less interest and ability to live in Allston.  
Allston has recently experienced a two-pronged commercial upscaling, then, in 
that wealthier entities catering to the increasingly wealthy foreign student population are 
replacing smaller, locally-based places and commercial pioneers similar to those in the 
1980s/1990s are engaging in “upscaling” without being upscale.  
  
                                                        
23 Melvin is able to afford to run a restaurant, according to him, due to the relatively 
cheap cost of commercial space in Allston, his own knowledge of the commercial 
landscape in Allston, having worked in the area, and through financial investors.  
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Awareness of Allston’s Vulnerability  
While the 1980s/1990s cohort of pioneers understand their relationship with 
Allston as an investment of time and money to help clean up and better the neighborhood, 
the bike people understand their presence and advocacy in Allston could potentially 
displace both longtime residents, minority residents, and themselves. Amber and Wyatt, a 
young white couple, moved to Boston and to Allston after graduating college. The two 
like Allston because it’s “cool,” but also recognize their presence could displace the 
families that live on their street. They look to certain indicators as evidence of 
gentrification and describe feeling conflicted about their role in such changes:  
Wyatt: I did overhear a conversation the other day. There were some people that 
also live on [street name], that are more looking at families. I heard them 
talking about being priced out of the street, and that definitely made me 
think of my place in this neighborhood, and we think about that a lot.  
 
Amber: We do think about how we're participating in gentrification of Allston.  
 
Wyatt:  Yeah, although, we don't know the history of it, too well.  
 
Amber: I just assume it's happening.  
 
Wyatt:  Yeah, while we're getting our coffee at Pavement.  
 
Sarah:  What indicates to you that gentrification is happening?  
 
Wyatt: I think the types of businesses that seem to be new and the people that 
spend time there, which are reflections of us, largely.  
 
Amber: Right, and I'm thinking of, well, I guess a lot of it's based on assumptions, 
but I know that ... The people who I see who look and seem like they're 
probably in similar positions as us and are young, white, probably post-
college graduates. I assume that they probably have similar reasonings for 
living here, like, it's affordable, but they have parents who could pay the 
rent, not that they're, we're not going to ask ...  
 
Wyatt:  Which is an assumption that we made, but also ...  
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Amber: But then there's also large families and a large international population and 
just people like ... Yeah. So, I don't know.  
 
Wyatt: I think a lot of that gives us our impression of that, maybe, is the places 
where we spend our time.  
 
Amber: That's so true. Pavement. Deep Ellum.  
 
Wyatt: Yeah, yeah. Which seem like new businesses gear towards us. Which is a 
weird ethical place that we don't think about enough, really.  
 
Sarah: So, I guess, what's the downside of that, then? For you? You said you're 
concerned about it, but what is it that you're concerned about in this ...  
 
Amber: Pricing people. Well, contributing to an overall movement that's pricing 
long time residents, families, minorities out.  
 
Wyatt: The conversation ... Yeah, and I think being willing to ... I don't really 
know.  
 
Amber: Be like, okay, that's good for us. Because I don't know what else we would 
do.  
 
Wyatt: Yeah, it's weird. It feels like an invisible force that, I'm sure there are ways 
we could not contribute to it. I don't know, I don't know, I feel icky even 
talking about it. 
 
Unlike the earlier cohort of commercial pioneers, some of this younger cohort express 
ethical uncertainty about their role in Allston’s commercial and residential changes. 
While members of this cohort do support residential development projects, they are 
acutely aware that these processes can contribute to the displacement of longtime and 
minority residents and also their own displacement. In ways, then, this cohort could be 
thought of as “social preservationists,” (Brown-Saracino, 2010) who appreciate the 
quirkiness, diversity, and relatively cheaper housing costs of Allston and who both realize 
their presence threatens exactly what attracted them to the neighborhood and attempt to 
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maintain this environment.   
Demographic Changes 
 Demographic and residential changes since 2000 have shaped how bike people 
understand their role in Allston, especially as they see rents continue to increase and fear 
being priced out of the neighborhood, admittedly related to their own push for 
development in Allston. Between 2000-2010 Allston’s population slightly increased 
(Table 1) and percentage of the population that is white decreased (Table 2). Renter 
occupancy remained greater than that of Boston and other neighborhoods (Table 3). The 
median rent in Allston between this time period increased (Table 4). Additionally, the 
median household income in Allston during this time period decreased (Table 5), 
whereas household income increased in all other neighborhoods presented and the city of 
Boston. As will be argued below, it is the relative perception of Allston in relation to 
other neighborhoods and the city that shapes this second group of “pioneers” 
understanding of themselves as improving the neighborhood.  
Residential Changes 
The residential changes that Allston has and has not experienced shape this 
cohort’s understanding of themselves as pioneers. Allston is dominated by rental 
households, with 87% renter occupancy, considerably higher than Boston. The high level 
of renter occupancy in Allston has been consistent over time, departing from predictions 
from gentrification literature. This continued high rate of rental tenure, rather than owner 
occupancy, facilitates this cohort’s understanding of their role as pioneers as the relative 
transience of the neighborhood, closely connected with its rental rates, informs their 
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identity as longtime residents who desire to stay in Allston, but increasing costs have 
made purchasing and even continuing to rent in Allston difficult. Rents in Allston have 
increased 76% since 1980 and have historically been greater than those in other 
neighborhoods in Boston. Additionally, as explained below, Allston has recently 
experienced upscale residential development, which this cohort has observed as having 
occurred after their initial tenure in the neighborhood.  
There are six residential projects that are part of the developing “Green District.” 
The Green District is located in the heart of Allston, includes projects such as “The 
Edge,” “The Matrix,” and “The Metro,” emphasizes eco-friendly development, and 
involves both the renovation of existing residential buildings and the conversion of 
previously vacant industrial spaces into “edgy” designs and “condo-quality” rentals. The 
Green District is further advertised as “Luxury Living and Social Responsibility” and has 
been described as a neighborhood “renaissance.24” Additionally, “The Continuum” has 
been built recently in Lower Allston and is a luxury apartment building with studios 
starting at $2415 a month25. The development of The Green District and The Continuum 
represents current residential upscaling in Allston. Importantly, however, these new 
residential developments are predominantly rental units, departing from expected 
gentrification and, according to locals, have not reached full capacity. Literature on 
gentrification would lead us to expect an increase in homeownership and the inmovement 
of middle and upper class residents. The increase in condominiums, in particular, would 
                                                        
24 http://mvernon.com/properties/allston/gateway Accessed February 2015 
25 According to the 2015 American Community Survey, the median rent in Boston was 
$1320 a month.  
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be expected to usher in homeownership, rather than investments, absentee landlords, and 
rentals. A shift in the perception or reputation of an area would be expected too, as 
investment and new, middle class residents move in and reshape the local landscape.   
In 2014, the popular real estate website, Redfin, rated Allston as the 10th “most 
competitive neighborhood for homebuyers26” in the United States, with a majority of 
sales being cash purchases, perhaps indicative of purchases by investors27. Allston was 
ranked above The South End (#13) and Back Bay-Beacon Hill (#18).  Further, by 2015, 
according to the same annual report, Allston had risen to the 3rd most competitive 
neighborhood for homebuyers28 in the United States. According to a 2017 real estate 
report29, a new residential condominium development in Allston has listing prices similar 
to those currently found in Beacon Hill, indicating expected (because the development is 
not complete, yet) residential upscaling and gentrification in Allston. It is within this 
context of continued high rental rates, but also residential developments that this cohort 
understands themselves to be pioneers, especially as they moved into Allston prior to 
many of these increases.  
Real Changes but Perceived Decline 
In both time periods,1980s/1990s and 2000-2017, Allston has experienced both 
residential and commercial changes as many apartments became condominiums and local 
                                                        
26 https://www.redfin.com/blog/2014/12/most-competitive-neighborhoods-2014.html 
accessed February 5, 2017.  
27 Given Allston’s continued high renter occupancy, these cash buyers and investors are 
probably landlords.  
28 https://www.redfin.com/blog/2015/12/homebuyer-competition-was-crazy-in-2015-
these-four-cities-had-it-especially-bad.html accessed February 22, 2017.  
29 http://boston.curbed.com/2017/2/21/14684694/allston-vs-brighton-home-prices-boston 
accessed February 21, 2017.  
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dive bars became craft beer bars in the 1980s, and, recently, as Brazilian bakeries become 
hip taco bars and the number of residential development projects increase steadily.  While 
Allston has not experienced a trajectory of gentrification outlined by the stage models 
literature, the neighborhood has experienced changes. However, both cohorts described 
understand themselves to be pioneers in an ungentrified neighborhood. According to 
respondents, this is due to 1) role and stigma of students; 2) lack of institutionalized 
creative community; 3) the continued perception of crime, especially drugs; 4) their 
comparison of Allston to other, gentrifying or gentrified neighborhoods.  
Role and Stigma of Student  
Allston has been a growing student neighborhood since the 1960s and the process 
of studentification in Allston perhaps facilitated the out-movement of many former, 
working class residents. This influx and continual renewal of students has shaped the 
commercial/retail landscape as well, in both creating spaces attractive to students but also 
engaging in neighborhood upscaling. As John pointed out, his success in restaurants was 
in making a hip, vibrant place that sells “cool beers,” but certainly his success has 
depended on appealing to students, many of whom live in the blocks adjacent to his 
businesses. Robert echoes this as well, pointing to his success, both as a process of 
upscaling and fixing the neighborhood, but also appealing to the young, hip crowd30.  
 “Student behaviors,” such as house parties, noise, large groups of people leaving 
a bar simultaneously and walking through the neighborhood, drunken behavior, and late 
                                                        
30 In fact, Robert explained to me that he convinced a local civic group to support the 
expansion of one of his restaurants/bars by appealing to the fact that students drinking at 
his bar would be supervised in a public place, rather than encouraging private parties in 
the neighborhood.  
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night disturbances, are especially visible in Allston and noted by many longtime and 
Lifer residents. Much of the student stigma, and reasons for why older respondents 
discussed moving either to neighboring Brighton or to North Allston, encompass the 
undesirability of being in close proximity to these types of incidents and nightlife. 
However, it is important to note that residents, including students themselves, frame this 
stigma and general gritty (or as I later call it, “shitty”) environment and behaviors as less 
serious than crime and disinvestment in other neighborhoods. One student I interviewed 
specifically contrasted Allston’s safety with that of Mission Hill, another Boston student 
neighborhood. He described visiting friends who live in Mission Hill and the desolate, 
dark streets that he feared navigating after a long night at a bar. Similarly, another 
respondent shrugged off the image of a drunk young man stumbling on the sidewalk, 
especially in contrast to crime in other neighborhoods of Boston, admitting that local 
residents, mainly students, get too drunk, but that they “know how to handle it 
(drinking).” While residents acknowledge that Allston has a dirty or shitty stigma, it is 
most often discussed in terms of “cleaning blood off the sidewalk,” and/or cleaning up 
vomit and broken glass due to student’s drunken behaviors.  
In addition to the stigma of students in Allston being related to parties, noise, and 
disturbances, the stigma of being a student neighborhood encompasses the thought that 
living in a neighborhood like Allston is acceptable while a student or student-aged, but 
becomes less desirable as one gets older and, especially when considering having a 
family. While the more recent cohort of pioneers live in Allston, the majority live in 
North Allston, a move that they cite as being motivated by escaping much of these 
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student behaviors.   
Finally, the stigma associated with students has prevented more widespread 
upscaling, such as residential and commercial developments aimed at more middle/upper 
class residents. For example, while Allston has experienced several new residential 
developments in recent years, they are all rental properties, indicating a presumed 
transient and unstable residential population. While students hold relatively high cultural 
and educational capital, they often lack the financial capital that could support increased 
home ownership and more boutique shops common in gentrifying areas (Zukin, et al., 
2009). Also, while a certain percentage of students within a neighborhood may facilitate 
gentrification, signaling diversity, vibrancy, and youth, it is possible that if the student 
population reaches a certain threshold (or the perception of student concentration), their 
presence actually works to discourage middle-class gentrifiers from moving in, as an area 
becomes stigmatized as a “student ghetto,” or known as an area where fraternity and 
house parties occur. Furthermore, while Fenway-Kenmore houses a greater number of 
Boston’s student population than Allston31 (in fact Allston is the fourth top neighborhood 
for off-campus students), Allston continues to be perceived as Boston’s student 
neighborhood, by residents, business owners, and popular media, due to the concentration 
of students in The GAP area. Despite the large student population, Fenway-Kenmore is 
undergoing large upscale residential expansion, suggesting that it is the association or 
stigma of a student presence, located in a specific part of the neighborhood, and not the 
actual number of students in an entire neighborhood, that shapes residents’ understanding 
                                                        
31 http://www.bostonplans.org/getattachment/1fd5864a-e7d2-4ebc-8d4a-a4b8411bf759 
accessed February 24, 2017.  
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of a neighborhood as a “student ghetto.”  
Lack of Institutionalized/Commercial Creative Community 
Both residential and commercial shifts in the 1980s and more recently reflect the 
consistent influx of students as well as pushes toward upscaling. However, several people 
lamented the lack of a cohesive and consistent art and music scene in Allston, primarily 
due to this transience of the residents and the mid-range size of Boston as a city. Ted, a 
local photographer and student, praised Allston’s underground, “word-of-mouth” music 
scene like many respondents, yet said that the transience of local residents prevented a 
more established creative community from coalescing: “I think it really just comes down 
to the people and the fact that it's such a transient area. The people who live here that 
have the energy and the ability to make some sort of change in the neighborhood don't 
stay here long enough to do so.” Additionally, John, who also owns property in Miami, 
compared Allston to the Wynwood neighborhood, envisioning that Allston could be 
“funky” and “artsy,” but is not “Because it's transient, and people aren't all that involved 
in the business district.” Will, a former student and the owner of several businesses in 
Boston with one location in Allston, echoed these sentiments, referencing a now closed 
restaurant (located in a different neighborhood) that he envisions could have thrived in 
Allston:  
That was a dirty, indy café that served beer and wine and they had lunch 
and vegan options. It was run by people who were all tatted up and alt. 
They had not the friendliest service, but I loved that place. A lot of people 
loved that place because you're not being sold-to and it was independent 
and it was its own thing and it had an attitude and it had authenticity. 
There could be another one of those in Allston. Nobody's doing it, and 
people say, "Why don't you do it?" I'm like, "I've already got my own 
  
86 
thing going own." I want to do what I'm doing. Where are the other 
people? I don't know where the entrepreneurs are here. 
 
Throughout our interview, Will emphasized the need for diverse entrepreneurs in Allston, 
willing to take risks and open independent, small-scale shops. While coming from a 
business perspective, Will suggests that Allston lacks a commercialization or 
institutionalization of its independent, “funky” milieu:  
I think that it could be like Williamsburg, but it's not. Williamsburg, 
Brooklyn. A lot of my employees move from Allston to Williamsburg 
because that's where the hip indy kids are. In Williamsburg, every street 
has an awesome, independent café, restaurant, or a bar or clothing shop or 
home goods shop or antiques shop or whatever. There's people doing 
things that, when you go to Williamsburg, you're like, "This is the coolest 
place ever." When you come to Allston, all the same types of people live, 
but they're not doing anything.  
 
So while commercial upscaling that has occurred over time, the lack of consistent 
investment in specific types of amenities, such as an institutionalized creative 
community, that might attract more middle class gentrifiers are absent, thereby 
perpetuating the understanding that Allston has not gentrified or changed. While Allston 
is described as “fashionable and funky” (Allston Village Casebook), it may be that it 
lacks middle class institutional spaces, such as art galleries, boutiques, or a formal art 
community to attract more widespread upscaling, due in part to the constant ebb and flow 
of a large student population.32  
 
                                                        
32 While there are neighborhood spaces, such as The Great Scott and O’Briens, that have 
served as longtime music venues, they tend to host local punk and heavy metal bands. 
Additionally, many people spoke about a widespread presence of art and music in 
Allston; however, much of this occurs as underground, unadvertised basement shows 
(specifically to deter police presence).  
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Drugs and Crime 
Despite Allston being a relatively safe neighborhood33, there is still concern from 
a variety of Allstonians about drug use and crime in the neighborhood. This concern 
about drug use, specifically heroin, is understood as a downside of the neighborhood and 
indicator of troubled spaces. Niles, a 50-year-old white business owner, spoke with me 
about the process of opening a business in Allston. Although he had lived in Boston for a 
number of years prior to opening his business, he was unaware of what he described as a 
serious heroin problem in the Allston area. In fact, Niles told me, had he known that the 
street his business is on and its residents had such dire heroin problems, including 
overdoses and deaths, he would not have opened his business in Allston. Will also 
lamented the current drug problems in Allston. Like Niles, Will locates Allston’s drug 
problems along a specific corridor. Will points to the intersection of Harvard Ave. and 
Commonwealth Ave., the site of a large, empty commercial space34, as being particularly 
troublesome:  
There's been lots of problems, there's lots of riff raffs and drugs and 
prostitution on that corner and just people are drunk. There's a bus stop 
there and it's not illuminated so at night it's really dark and it's really 
sketchy. It's really bringing down that whole area, it's bringing down my 
business and the other businesses. Even if there was a Panera or a 
competing business, it would bring people to the neighborhood. Right now 
there's no reason to go over there unless you're going to the T. The quality 
of Allston, I feel, is on the decline. Back from where it was 10 years ago. 
 
Doug echoed similar concerns: 
                                                        
33crime decreased in the neighborhood by 6% between 2015-2016 and local police report 
that the most commonly reported crime in Allston is breaking and enterings. See 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5086f19ce4b0ad16ff15598d/t/5850242a20099e0ed
cfc8a7e/1481647146815/12-11-16+3.pdf accessed February 23, 2017 
34 This space has since been occupied by a 7-11.  
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It can be a rough neighborhood, for instance. When I lived on Ashford 
Street and Linden Street, it's a very drug heavy neighborhood. I'm not 
talking about smoking pot and drinking beer, but there are heroin deals 
that go down. There are people who get shot over drugs. There are people 
who get robbed over drugs in that neck of the woods. There's some 
general vagrancy or homelessness, and the methadone clinic right there on 
Harvard Avenue by the McDonald's is ... That's the blight on the 
community.  
 
In conversation and at neighborhood meetings, locals all reference the same block as 
being particularly problematic for drugs and other crime. Despite what was seen by early 
gentrifiers, such as Robert and John, as successful attempts to clean up a “rough” 
neighborhood, perceptions of drug use, homelessness, and crime still persist. The 
particular intersection that Niles, Will, Doug, and others reference as being the epicenter 
of drug use and public drunkenness is adjacent to a major subway stop and bus line and is 
in the heart of Allston’s commercial district, thereby making it one of the most visible 
areas in Allston. Given the visibility of homelessness, drug use, and alcohol consumption 
in this area, residents’ perception of Allston is one that includes drugs and crime as 
indicators that gentrification and/or upscaling have not happened in Allston.   
Comparison to Other Neighborhoods 
 Finally, in conversations with early and current pioneers in Allston, both groups 
discuss experiences with other neighborhoods as reference points in understanding 
Allston’s trajectory. Robert discussed working in restaurants in the Back Bay 
neighborhood as specifically influencing his decision to open up several bars/restaurants 
in Allston in the 1980s and 1990s. His goal was to create spaces that would attract the 
type of people he knew from Back Bay, clearing distinguishing the clientele of Allston 
bars from that of Back Bay. Additionally, Karen discussed what she loves about Allston 
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and touched on one of the major neighborhood issues in Allston, transience, indicating 
that she thinks young people move from Allston to Somerville because Allston is not a 
nice place to live due to the aforementioned perceptions of Allston. Jack, co-owner of a 
local restaurant, expressed what he sees as the distinction between Allston and the City of 
Boston:  
Allston, I know it's next door to Boston but I don't feel like I live in 
Boston. I feel like I live ... I guess Allston first, Boston second. You drive 
up and it says Welcome to Allston, city of Boston, I think a lot of people 
feel like it's not a part. Maybe they don't even know it's Allston, probably. 
 
Amber, who grew up in a suburb of Boston, reflects on her understanding of 
Allston growing up in comparison with neighborhoods she was more familiar with:  
My impression of Allston was, because growing up, I knew more Back 
Bay and the more popular downtown places, and I never thought of 
Allston as a destination that you would go to unless you had a specific 
reason, like you knew someone there. Like, I went to the Buffalo 
Exchange like two times in high school or something. And then I didn't 
really get to know it at all until I had one friend who moved here right 
after he graduated college. But I had basically no experience with it, and it 
was kind of an outlier in that way, in terms of neighborhoods in Boston, I 
felt like a lot of growing up in the area, and my parents work in Back Bay, 
so I've spent a lot of time there and consider myself pretty familiar with 
the city, even though I grew up in the suburbs, but Allston was just a black 
hole. 
 
Residents reference other neighborhoods to explain their understanding of the reality of 
Allston, but also what could or should happen in Allston. Doug, in discussing the housing 
market in Allston, contrasts Allston with the Jamaica Plan neighborhood:  
Jamaica Plain is actually a good contrast, where if you're thinking about 
housing here. What people are doing here is they are taking condos and 
turning them into apartments, or taking single families and turning them 
into apartments. In JP, they're taking apartments and condoizing them. 
They're really looking for people to buy in JP, which is the opposite of 
what's happening here. They're taking condos and making them renters 
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here. The condos that go online in Lower Allston are bought up by 
investors like that, and they know that they're going to run them into the 
ground, but they'll get the same rent check month, after month, after 
month, and it might go up a hundred bucks a year. In JP, it's the opposite. 
They're finding these rentals, they are buying out the buildings, fixing up 
the rental apartments, and selling those condos. 
 
 Residents frame their understanding of Allston and the kind of neighborhood 
Allston is in relation to other neighborhoods with which they are familiar. This 
comparison, then, shapes these cohorts understanding of Allston as not gentrified, but 
potentially gentrifiable. This, in turn, informs these cohorts understanding of themselves 
as “pioneers” in Allston.  
Conclusion 
As a case, Allston challenges the stage models approach to gentrification in that 
the neighborhood has not followed the trajectory implicated by the stage models theory, 
yet has experienced changes over time that represent upscaling and residential 
development. Additionally, Allston has had multiple cohorts of residents in the 
neighborhood who, despite the real changes Allston has experienced, understand 
themselves to be pioneers in a non-gentrified, but gentrifiable, neighborhood. These two 
cohorts, who have invested in Allston in various ways over time, shaping the changes the 
neighborhood has experienced, understand their role as pioneers based in their 
comparison of Allston to other neighborhoods, the stigma of students living in the 
neighborhood, the lack of middle class cultural institutions, and the continued perception 
of crime and drugs in the neighborhood.  
Both cohorts embrace an “Allston as young” narrative. As will be later explained, 
Bike People, in particular, have shifted from an “Allston as young” narrative that 
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emphasizes student life, partying, and the grit of the neighborhood to a narrative that 
embraces Allston as a place for young professionals, especially Lifers, business owners, 
and civic actors. By depending on this narrative of Allston, these pioneer cohorts 
continue to make claims about their legitimacy in the neighborhood and claims about 
what kind of neighborhood Allston is, and therefore, what types of investment and 
change are appropriate. Because these cohorts are actively involved in civic organizations 
that submit letters of support or opposition to the Zoning Board of Appeals35, they 
actively shape the physical and cultural landscape of Allston.  
The case of two cohorts of pioneers in Allston demonstrates how residents make 
sense a hybrid neighborhood. More specifically, these indicators of change have included 
the moderate upscaling of commercial/retail, yet with a continued rental housing market, 
presence of students, and perception of drugs/crime. The indicators that residents use to 
navigate and understand what types of changes are occurring in their neighborhood (e.g., 
boutiquing or vacant housing) have been mixed in Allston and therefore, in attempting to 
make sense of the neighborhood landscape, these cohorts of residents, turn to narratives 
that make sense to them given their history with Allston.   
The case of Allston critiques the perceived inevitability of certain forms of urban 
change, especially the thought that once gentrification begins it is an unstoppable force. 
Allston potentially calls our attention to the role of housing markets in ushering in 
changes such as gentrification. As rental costs have historically been high in Allston, 
                                                        
35 Proposals for residential and commercial development presented at local neighborhood 
meetings require a zoning variance, decided upon by the Zoning Board of Appeals, 
taking into account abutters’ and neighborhood residents’ support for a project.  
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there has not been the presence of rent gap (Smith, 1996) that might have motivated early 
residents to purchase property, and thus initiated upscaling and gentrification. Allston 
also pushes our attention to sameness, especially the reproduction of sameness and how 
residents, especially in a relatively transient neighborhood, orient and understand their 
role in this sameness.  
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Chapter Three: “Lifers” and “Bike People:” How Competing Neighborhood Narrative 
Frames Reproduce Neighborhood Inequality 
 
Introduction 
The “Imagine Boston 2030” report, published by the City of Boston, predicts that 
by 2030 the city’s population will increase 17% to 724,00036. As both Boston’s 
population and cost of housing continue to increase, the city faces questions about not 
only how to house a growing population, but also how to make such housing more 
affordable37. The emphasis on increasing residential development is met with both 
support and opposition from residents. Allston, like many Boston neighborhoods, is 
experiencing a push for increased residential development.  
In this chapter, I argue that the current push for more affordable housing in 
Boston, generally, and in Allston, specifically, has revealed specific neighborhood 
narrative frames (Small, 2004) that groups of residents rely on to justify their opposition 
to or support of residential developments. “Lifers” and “Bike People” utilize 
neighborhood narrative frames to shape the future of Allston in the context of local 
meetings.  The term “Lifer” indicates a distinct relationship with Allston in that these 
residents were born, raised, and remain in Allston. I contrast them with Bike People who 
moved to Allston for a specific reason, such as college or graduate school, and have since 
remained in Allston. Bike People are distinguished from Lifers in that most rent, rather 
than own, their homes and most Bike People attended college in Boston or moved to 
Boston shortly after collage (students are a group that is heavily criticized by Lifers).   
                                                        
36 http://imagine.boston.gov/ 
37 See http://imagine.boston.gov/ “Growth” section. Accessed December 17, 2016.  
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Relying on zoning codes and their nostalgia for Allston as a white working class 
neighborhood, Lifers challenge many residential development proposals. Bike People 
draw on a neighborhood narrative and nostalgia that views Allston as a more urban 
neighborhood, particularly known for its lively music and art scenes, vibrancy and 
diversity, and restaurant scene, and therefore encourage higher density and transit-
oriented development. While there is some compromise between the two groups, Lifers 
insist that their residency in Allston is more “legitimate” and permanent than Bike 
People. In doing so, Lifers not only attempt to shape the future of Allston, but also 
attempt to reimagine or restore Allston’s narrative as one that fits with their collective 
memory of the neighborhood.  Both groups consider Allston to be a relatively young 
neighborhood, but have differing orientations to this fact. Lifers lament Allston’s student 
presence, arguing it represents the neighborhood’s decline, and actively attempt to 
dissuade students from moving to Allston (through owner-occupancy deed restrictions, 
for example). Bike People embrace Allston’s youthfulness, and see Allston as both a 
place where students live, but also as a place for young professionals to live. Specifically, 
bike people have been able to shift their orientation to Allston as a student neighborhood 
to one that is amenable to young professionals as they themselves have been able to make 
this life course transition. This shift in the narrative of Allston allows the bike people to 
maintain (or attempt to maintain) their legitimacy as neighborhood residents and actors. 
Through emphasizing home ownership as crucial to neighborhood legitimacy, Lifers 
insist that they are more legitimate residents of Allston. As homeowners, many who 
inherited family houses, Lifers have an established and relatively privileged position in 
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not just Allston, but Boston, as homeownership becomes increasingly difficult for many 
people due to increasing housing costs. Lifers are also more vocal at neighborhood 
meetings, where developers solicit feedback, and ultimately influence the types of 
developments in Allston. Bike people are also discounted because of their age, many 
being in their 20s and 30s, while Lifers are generally above the age of 50. While Lifers 
do want Bike People to be able to stay in Allston, they still draw distinctions between the 
two groups, insisting that their understanding of Allston is the legitimate one. Inequality, 
grounded in these distinct narratives, is perpetuated between Lifers and Bike People and 
via Lifers’ insistence on a specific type of legitimate family.  
Theories of Neighborhood Inequality  
Neighborhood inequality has been examined from a variety of perspectives, 
including how economic disinvestment (Massey & Denton, 1993; Wilson, 1990) and 
reinvestment, such as gentrification (Brown-Saracino, 2009; Glass, 2010/1964; Zukin, 
1987, 1982) and upscaling/ascent (Lees, 2003; Owens, 2012) produce and reproduce 
inequalities and the effects of such inequalities on residents. Further, exploring how 
residents understand and frame their neighborhood helps us account for how decisions 
about a neighborhood occur that can reproduce neighborhood inequality, including 
community participation (Small, 2004) and commercial changes (Ocejo, 2011). Cultural 
understandings can help us account for neighborhood outcomes and changes (Borer, 
2006; Firey, 2005/1945; Small, 2004), specifically by highlighting the perceived 
appropriateness of these changes. According to Small (2004), neighborhood narrative 
frames are useful in understanding not just how distinct resident cohorts understand their 
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neighborhood, but also account for local community participation. It is precisely through 
community participation at local meetings that decisions concerning neighborhood 
change and residential developments are formalized. Therefore, understanding the link 
between neighborhood orientations and neighborhood outcomes, with consideration to 
whose understanding of a neighborhood prevails, remains important.   
Certain understandings or frames of a neighborhood are rooted in a collective 
memory of place, or a “nostalgia narrative” (Ocejo, 2011). Ocejo writes, “A nostalgia 
narrative is an imagined story of the past that deliberately selects certain elements from 
personal history while excluding others to construct a version that is more favorable than 
the reality,” (2011, p. 287). Importantly, Ocejo examines nostalgia narratives from the 
perspective of gentrifiers and how gentrifiers use nostalgia narratives to resist 
commercial changes. What are less discussed are the nostalgia narratives of longtime, 
non-gentrifying residents, how nostalgia narratives shape orientation not only to 
commercial development, but also residential changes, and how distinct nostalgias can be 
invoked within a single neighborhood.  
 Taken together, neighborhood narrative frames and nostalgia narratives help us 
consider not only how orientations to a neighborhood shape community participation 
(and thus change), but also how an imagined past or sense of nostalgia informs this 
orientation. As increasingly, cities and neighborhoods contend with increasing housing 
needs, decisions about where and how many residential units are constructed are made 
within the context of local community meetings. Since many decisions of formal 
neighborhood support or opposition occur within local community meetings, how 
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residents understand and frame their neighborhood and, therefore, the appropriateness of 
a specific proposed project, are important factors in understanding not only how these 
decisions are made, but also how Boston and its neighborhoods will alleviate the need for 
housing.  
Lifers and Longtime Residents/Bike People 
 A distinction between two groups of residents, Lifers and Bike People, who attend 
local civic meetings, emerged. Lifers tend to be slightly to moderately older than Bike 
People and were typically born, raised, and remain in Allston. Bike People typically 
moved to Boston, and Allston specifically, to attend college and later stayed because they 
got a job in the area or decided to open a local business. Bike People’s length of 
residency in Allston, varies, however, with some having moved to Allston in the 1980s 
and others as late as the early 2000s. Lifers often recall memories of important milestones 
in Allston’s history, such as the building of the Massachusetts Turnpike in the 1960s, 
which bisects the neighborhood into North and South Allston, and the destruction of 
Barry’s Corner (a working class enclave in Allston) by the Boston Redevelopment 
Authority in the 1960s. Bike People typically recall different milestones of Allston, 
including the grungy, gritty nature of Allston and the perceived rampant use of heroin in 
the neighborhood in the 1990s. Bike People also celebrate Allston’s vibrant music, art, 
and restaurant scenes, while Lifers lament the nightlife, and specifically the bars, in 
Allston. Lifers tend to own their own homes, several having inherited multi-family homes 
from their parents, while Bike People primarily rent38. Despite these differences between 
                                                        
38 I do consider several residents who were not born in Allston to be Lifers, primarily 
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Lifers and Bike People, both groups are involved in the community and attend civic 
meetings and support local organizations. Lifers refer to these relatively longtime 
residents as Bike People as a way to draw a boundary between the two groups. The basis 
of this distinction as  “bike person” is in Longtime Residents’ support of bike/pedestrian-
friendly streets, alternative modes of transportation, and transit-oriented development.  
 Allston Lifers’ nostalgia narrative of their neighborhood is expressed at local 
meetings in their concern over proposed residential developments. Specifically, Lifers’ 
narrative that “Allston as young” indicates a decline from the past is expressed through 
opposition to residential developments and involves three dominant issues: parking, 
green/open space, and an emphasis on families as desired residents. These discussions 
occur through the lens of who they imagine as the ideal resident: a (white) family with 
children who drive a car. On the other hand, Bike People emphasize increasing 
residential density, transit-oriented development, and bike/pedestrian-friendly streets, 
rooted in their understanding of Allston as young, but shifting from student to young 
professional. The clash between these groups demonstrates the power of neighborhood 
narratives to shape neighborhood outcomes within the formal context of community 
meetings. While lifers draw on a nostalgia of Allston as a family and white ethnic 
neighborhood, Bike People often invoke images of Allston as gritty, dense, and a hub of 
cultural and artistic activity as a counter-narrative.  For Bike People, the ideal resident is 
considered diverse and reflects attitudes of social preservationists (Brown-Saracino, 
2009), in that they desire transit-oriented change, yet fear displacement of minority 
                                                                                                                                                                     
because they own their own homes and express the same viewpoint as those born in 
Allston, especially a nostalgia that frames Allston as a working class white neighborhood. 
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groups and themselves. These narrative clashes manifest and can be seen in seemingly 
banal issues facing any neighborhood: parking, green space, and family housing. 
However, Lifers’ insistence on these issues is a proxy for broader concerns over shifting 
social class demographics and lifestyles.  
Parking  
One of the most frequent topics discussed at meetings was the necessity of 
increasing the amount of parking available in Allston. In fact, a representative of the 
Boston Planning and Development Agency told me that parking is the single biggest 
concern for residents. A concern, he added, that is unfounded and anachronistic. 
Residents often cite the presence of traffic in Allston, specifically off the Turnpike and 
along Harvard Ave./Commonwealth Ave. corridors as illustrative of the need for parking. 
Yet residents also lament the increasing role Allston has taken on as a drive-through 
neighborhood.  
Lifers often use parking ratio zoning codes to justify their insistence that new 
residential developments include parking. In Allston, the zoning regulations specify that 
for each single residential unit, there should be between 1.75 and 2 parking spaces39. 
Routinely at civic and community meetings, Lifers would abrasively ask developers how 
many parking spaces their proposal would provide. Almost all projects provided some 
amount of parking, but Lifers were quick to point out if the proposal did not meet the 
“two-to-one” ratio that is required in Allston. For instance, at a monthly civic meeting, a 
man named Hudson, a Greek immigrant and Lifer, fought back against a developer 
                                                        
39 See, pg. 89: http://www.bostonplans.org/getattachment/219fb7a1-90ac-4f11-81dc-
14ecd99bddda accessed March 19, 2018. 
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whose proposal did not include 2:1 parking, saying, “How are you going to get away with 
it [fewer parking spaces]? How are you going to get away with it? With Mayor Menino it 
was 2:1 spaces. How are you going to get away with it? Is everyone going to work 
downtown? At the hospital? Bicycle all the time? If you’re super crazy…” At the same 
meeting, Sophia echoed Hudson, saying, “My concern is you need 2 spaces for 2 
bedrooms. I wouldn’t give the variance [zoning variance to allow fewer parking spaces]. 
There are too many people. You’re making money--This is just a way for you to make 
money. You’re not doing what you’re supposed to be doing.”   Lifers’ insistence and 
reliance on this parking ratio allowed them to dismiss developers’ proposals at will. 
While current parking zoning in Allston does include the 2:1 ratio, the city has also 
recommended requiring fewer parking spaces depending on the Floor Area Ratio40 of a 
residential structure.  
While the presence of traffic along the main corridors of Allston contributes to the 
perception that the neighborhood needs more parking, this perception is also based on a 
nostalgia that emphasizes Allston as a neighborhood where most people drive. At a 
Neighborhood Stabilization Task Force meeting, one Lifer, a man named Bruce, 
specifically pointed to Allston as suburban and expressed his discontent with what he 
called a “bad spiral of development” where the “average size of apartments being built 
are 700 square feet.” Bruce continued:   
I wanted suburbs. This used to be suburban land, with a yard and a 
basketball hoop on the garage. Now they’re just building up. There is no 
                                                        
40 From 
https://www.municode.com/library/ma/boston/codes/redevelopment_authority?nodeId=A
RT23OREPA accessed October 28, 2016.  
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plan for Brighton Allston. There is no parking. No space on the roads. We 
need more parking. Don’t tell me people don’t use cars to go to the 
grocery store and things. People get in their cars and go to the grocery 
store weekly, not daily. 
 
At this same meeting, another resident argued that the lack of parking is detrimental to 
local businesses: “Businesses are going under because there is no parking, no parking on 
the street, so people won’t stop and run in to a store because of the lack of parking.” 
The insistence that residential developments adhere to the two-to-one parking 
ratio and the insistence that residents use their cars, rather than walk or use public 
transportation, reflects the specific collective memory or nostalgia of Allston on which 
Lifers rely, which emphasizes families not young professionals or students. By contrast, 
Bike People criticize the necessity for cars and parking, rejecting the image of Allston as 
a more suburban-type neighborhood. Leslie, a Bike Person, said she vehemently did not 
want to move out of Allston despite her increasing fear of being priced out of the 
neighborhood: 
God, I would hate to live in the suburbs. I would. I don't think I could do 
it…I live in Boston. Massachusetts is an afterthought. I'm not interested… 
I don't love L.L. Bean and maple syrup. Which is a thing that people love. 
I know that there are cool suburbs, but I like the city. 
 
Leslie is contrasting the imagery of rural Massachusetts with Allston as a hip, urban area 
in which she would work hard to remain. Additionally, Parker, who works for a real 
estate development company that proposed a residential development in Allston, 
described his experience in gaining approval of local residents and civic groups, 
specifically in terms of meeting the parking demands from residents:  
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Well, we had two camps. We had the camp like Doug [a 32-year old 
resident of North Allston], for example, who would have been fine if we 
had no parking spaces. They want people biking and using public 
transportation. And then we had the old guard, people who lived there 
forever and maybe raised families or grew up there themselves and then 
raised families who pictured this old way of life where everybody had a 
car. Like I said, there was really like two very different viewpoints.  
 
 
Bike People whose focus is not specifically on parking tend to be younger, moved 
to Allston relatively recently, and are renters. Doug, explained his first encounter with 
Allston as a Boston University undergraduate, coming to Allston for the music scene, “It 
[Allston] was cool. The transit lines, the streets, the nightlife, the geography, just kind of 
the social nature of what people were up to brought me to Allston.” Doug has lived in 
Allston for 13 years and it was the first off-campus neighborhood in Boston in which he 
lived. Doug is active in the community, attends civic meetings, and has pushed for better 
pedestrian and bike access in Allston. Doug explained the emphasis on parking by 
pointing specifically to outdated zoning codes and that the insistence on parking deters 
more affordable housing form being built. Doug explained: 
We're still on the same zoning that we built in the '80s, for instance. In 
order to build a new unit of housing, you have to have two car spaces, 
which is ungodly expensive, and there's no space for it, so you're forcing 
developers to build underground parking. If you want to build six units, 
say you want to tear down a single family house and build six units, which 
is totally feasible in the same code, you have to build twelve parking 
spaces. That is absurd. That means that every development has to go 
through a zoning variance if you want to get around that, which means that 
they get input from both the Allston Civic Association and BAIA 
[Brighton Allston Improvement Association]. 
 
Doug relies on the same two-to-one ratio as other longtime residents and lifers do41, 
                                                        
41 Several respondents expressed frustration with what they perceive to be outdated 
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though Doug distinctly frames this zoning code as outdated and unnecessary. He also 
points to the power these neighborhood associations have in providing formal support or 
opposition for residential developments vis-à-vis zoning variances.  
Bike People represent a clear departure from other residents who insist that 
everyone drives, such as Judy, a Lifer. Judy also supported increased parking and 
vehemently opposed a residential development that has been proposed to be built on an 
existing parking lot. She not only worries about increased traffic, but the displacement of 
the existing cars that park there. These perceptions of parking that challenge Lifers’ 
nostalgia narrative of Allston not only reflect distinct age cohorts, but also, perhaps, a 
distinct nostalgia narrative that embraces residential density and transit-oriented 
development, rather than an emphasis on low density and high parking ratios.  
Census data on the number of households with cars in Allston challenges the 
necessity for 2:1 parking and popular perception among Lifers that Allston is a 
neighborhood with a majority of residents who drive cars, indicating that the focus on 
parking is a proxy for other concerns for Lifers, such as the concern over the decline in 
the number of families and a resistance to Allston as a young neighborhood. According to 
the 2010-2014 American Community Survey, almost 80% of households in Allston have 
one or fewer cars; 40% of households have no car; and just 14% of households have two 
cars. When Lifers are presented with study data from the city that indicates the declining 
use of cars in Allston, they are quick to dismiss this, as well. Terrie, in response to being 
                                                                                                                                                                     
zoning code. The zoning in Allston is that residential units have between 1.75 and 2 
parking spaces per unit: http://www.bostonplans.org/getattachment/219fb7a1-90ac-4f11-
81dc-14ecd99bddda  
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presented data that 2:1 parking is not necessary in Allston, replied, “We’re tired of 
hearing about reports. The zoning here is 2:1. We need those spaces. Parking is an issue.” 
At a later meeting, Terrie responded similarly, saying, “We don’t want to talk about 
studies [about parking]. Everyone comes in with studies…” Paul, a Longtime Resident, 
explained at a meeting that he attended graduate school in Boston and stayed, and that he 
only knew two people who had a car. No one replied to Paul’s comment. The emphasis 
on parking to such a degree by Lifers, then, reflects a specific image or memory of 
Allston as a neighborhood of drivers, contrasted with Bike People, who hold distinct 
orientations toward parking and development. The emphasis on parking also underscores 
the ideal resident Lifers envision in Allston, marked by a certain social class position and 
necessity for a car, such as traveling for work and with children. Lifers’ nostalgia 
narrative of Allston reflects their understanding of Allston as a more suburban 
neighborhood, populated by working class families, but they fear its increasing urban 
nature, marked by an influx of higher density residential developments. 
The distinction between Lifers and Bike People’s orientation to parking spaces, 
and cars, is indicative of a tension between two distinct cultural caches. Each group is 
insisting on a specific way of life, with or without cars, that is rooted in each group’s 
understanding and expression of privilege. While Lifers, who are typically an older 
cohort, ground their understanding of who is an appropriate Allstonian in whether they 
have a car, this insistence blurs cultural constructions of privilege and Lifers’ desire for a 
specific type of resident: white, middle class, families. For Bike People, their conception 
of an ideal Allston resident mimics the thoughts of social preservationists (Brown-
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Saracino, 2009). Bike people value diversity, like many early stage gentrifiers, but also 
realize their residency in Allston threatens to displace existing residents, especially 
minorities, and that their own residency is tenuous due to increasing housing costs. Bike 
People gesture to the Hispanic and Asian populations of Allston, as well as lifelong 
residents and themselves, as legitimate and ideal residents of Allston. 
Open/Green Spaces  
 The most commonly discussed topic at local meetings was green spaces, open 
spaces, and/or trees. Overwhelmingly, residents expressed a desire for more green spaces 
and greater and improved access to existing green spaces.  Much of this discussion 
centered around proposals for repairs to at least six parks in Allston, including Smith 
Park, Herter Park, Collins Park, and questions about what to do with an open parcel on 
Antwerp Street. Longtime Residents specifically emphasize their continued desire for a 
“People’s Pike,” or a throughway specifically designed for pedestrian and bicycle use, 
while Lifers tend to emphasize privately-owned public spaces, with an emphasis on 
public safety and restricting access to certain populations. Proposals for the existing parks 
included installing pathways to run the perimeter of the park and making the 
entrances/exits more prominent by adding formal entryways.  
 The desire for increased green space, open space, and trees was expressed in 
conversations with private development companies. Residents often insisted these 
companies not only maintain existing green space on a property, but also add amenities to 
this green space or increase the green space (e.g., add more trees). However, as indicated 
in several discussions at neighborhood meetings with The Hamilton Company, Lifers 
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simultaneously demanded that the company include green/open space in their design for a 
specific development, and also insisted that this space can be kept private through the 
implementation of a gated entry or other security measures. The Hamilton Company, in 
plans for a residential structure to be built on an existing parking lot, included 
formalizing an informal pathway used by local residents. Presentations of the throughway 
included images of rod iron café tables along the brick façade of the buildings and strings 
of lights hung across the top of the path between the two buildings. The images were 
reminiscent of a quaint outdoor café. In explaining what The Hamilton Company, an 
Allston-based real estate development company, imagined for the pathway, David Hacin, 
architect for the project, twice referenced Central Square, a diverse neighborhood in 
neighboring Cambridge that is gentrifying, as inspiration for the design/landscaping. 
David also adds, “If someone comes visit…you take them there because it’s something 
they would not find…we want the green space to be like that.” Shawna, the landscape 
architect, describes the pathway as a “safe, beautiful connection to create structured 
order.”  
Concern about the safety of pathway was expressed by a variety of neighborhood 
actors, most often Lifers, but also others whose perceptions of Allston have been shaped 
by Lifers. Dave, who works for a neighborhood housing organization but does not live in 
Allston, and who served on the Impact Advisory Group for the Hamilton Project asked 
about the security of the path, saying, “On Brighton Ave. it could get….I don’t know the 
word…sketchy…” Steve, from the Hamilton Company, replied that they will install 
security cameras and Shawna added that “lighting is very important.” A woman at the 
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public meeting similarly expressed concern about the safety of the pathway, calling it an 
“alley,” and insisting the design would “cut off the eyes on the street.” She adds: “You 
want this to be safe…you need more eyes…a classic placemaking bandaid is more 
lights…I would caution you.” Additionally, Sasha, was cautious about the pathway and 
emphasizes the necessity for gates, and added that the pathway “may work…It’s a 
question of how much commitment do you have to make it a living jewel.” Several Lifers 
noted the possibility of trash, bottles, and late night problems if The Hamilton Company 
did not secure the entryway via gates. Lifers, then, push for green spaces to be included 
in residential developments, but also insist that they be privatized, or closed to certain 
types of people at specific times of day.  
Additionally, Lifers perceive that the amount of open/green spaces in Allston is 
the lowest in the city. Terrie, in vocalizing support for the project proposed by the 
Hamilton Company at a different neighborhood meeting, claimed that Allston Brighton 
has the lowest population to open space ratio in Boston. She continued, “We come in 
here and see green space disappearing and this is adding green space and I want to thank 
you for that.” Despite Terrie’s perception, Allston (Allston Brighton) does not have the 
lowest ratio of open space to resident. According to the City of Boston’s Open Space 
Plan, 2015-2021, published by the Parks and Recreation Department, the ratio of 
protected open space for every 1000 residents in Allston Brighton is greater than seven of 
the communities measured (16 total communities; the study includes “communities” and 
not neighborhoods).  
 Not only do Lifers express a desire for increased green/open space and trees, they 
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also push for these spaces to be privately-run and “safe,” meaning that access to certain 
populations, including students, is minimized (at least at certain times during the day). 
Open spaces that are not restricted are, therefore, seen as problematic. One such example 
is the corner of a major intersection that has a bus stop and is adjacent to a subway stop. 
The major retail space at this corner sat empty for over 5 years and it became a space 
where various people congregated, including homeless people. At one local meeting, a 
police officer for the Allston district specifically stated he had attempted to get the bench 
(the only public seating at the corner) removed, but could not because it was property of 
the transit authority. At a different meeting, there was a discussion about a liquor store 
near this corner that requested support from the civic group to be able to sell single-
serving alcoholic beverages. Concern was expressed about “bums” who frequent the 
corner, increasing amounts of trash, and decreasing safety. One man, in referring to the 
corner, stated that his wife did not feel safe walking down this street, particularly at night. 
Lifers’ nostalgia for Allston as family-oriented and comprised of open green spaces 
orients their attitudes toward development in that they perceive a loss of private, safe 
green space and therefore make demands for increases in such spaces.  
 In contrast, many Bike People, while not opposed to increasing the amount of 
green/open space in Allston, focus more on creating pedestrian- and bike-friendly 
throughways, streets, and a “People’s Pike.” Bike People emphasize increasing the 
connectivity of Allston as a neighborhood (connecting North and South Allston; 
connecting Allston to The Charles River), and making Allston better connected to other 
parts of Boston. At a meeting with the Boston Planning and Development Agency 
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concerning the future of the Massachusetts Turnpike/I-90 corridor, which is being 
realigned, Doug emphasizes that he and others want the development of a “People’s 
Pike,” the idea for which came about while sitting in another Bike Person’s living room. 
The People’s Pike, he explains, is to be “an off-street, multi-purpose space for people, not 
traffic.” In inquiring about whether the People’s Pike is present in the Boston Planning 
and Development Agency’s Master Plan, Doug states, quite emphatically, “We require an 
off-street pathway, not a bike lane, not an intersection, but an off-street pathway.” Bike 
People, then, emphasize increasing the connectivity of Allston, but through transit-
oriented development. While they encourage the development of green space and parks, 
they are more likely to express development associated with transportation and 
bike/pedestrian-friendly access. This emphasis reflects Longtime Residents nostalgia of 
Allston as urban and connected to Boston and downtown. As Bike People all indicated, 
what was initially appealing about Allston was its connectivity to local universities and 
other areas of Boston. As all have moved to North Allston42, they emphasize increasing 
this connectivity through development projects.  
Families 
Connected to the concern about parking and green spaces is the desire for the 
neighborhood to have more families, especially families with children. The presence of 
relatively few families is framed as a decline over time, with many Lifers pointing to 
Allston’s past as indicative of Allston’s legitimate character.  At a meeting to discuss a 
presently empty lot in Allston, one resident commented “We need to attract more 
                                                        
42 North Allston is less connected to Boston and downtown via public transportation than 
is South Allston.  
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families; it’s diminished dramatically.” Another woman echoed these statements, saying 
that she used to see kids in the neighborhood, but she never does anymore. Residents 
point to various reasons why the number of families and children have decreased, 
including the poor quality of schools and the quality of housing. This emphasis on 
increasing the number of families in Allston reflects Lifers’ understandings of Allston as 
a specific type of neighborhood and is closely connected with Lifers’ push toward owner 
occupancy, rather than renting, and emphasizes that Allston as young is a decline from 
the past.  
According to a report published by the Boston Redevelopment Authority, Allston 
has the 5th lowest population under 18 in Boston, at 4.1%43.  Additionally, the 2010 
Census indicates that 93% of the population in Allston is 18 and older (Boston’s 18 and 
older population is 83% of total), indicating that perceptions of relatively few children in 
the neighborhood compared to other neighborhoods might be justified. However, while 
Lifers view the decline in families as problematic, Bike People often justify their 
continued rental tenure as a part of broader demographic shifts, which include having 
children later in life and the decreasing affordability of purchasing a home. In terms of 
owner occupancy, Allston has one of the lowest rates in the city of Boston; however, this 
rate has increased since 1980 to 13% (see Table 3). Despite these data, Lifers, 
specifically, rely on images of Allston’s past as justifying their neighborhood concerns 
and exclusion of other longtime residents.  
                                                        
43 https://www.bostonplans.org/getattachment/1fd5864a-e7d2-4ebc-8d4a-a4b8411bf759 
accessed December 5, 2016.  
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 While Lifers continue to emphasize Allston as a family neighborhood that has 
seen families outgrow or leave the neighborhood, speaking with other Bike People 
indicates that Lifers have a specific image of family that excludes certain groups of 
people. What Lifers’ mean by “family” reflects their nostalgia for Allston as a white 
ethnic neighborhood and shapes who they see as “legitimate” residents and families. For 
example, despite Lifers’ emphasis on increasing the amount of owner occupied units and 
the number of families and children in Allston (seen as increasing neighborhood stability 
and decreasing transience), Mia explains that she is excluded from this vision of family. 
Mia explained to me that she moved to Boston from Puerto Rico to attend a local 
university and eventually law school. She has remained in Boston, working as an 
attorney, and has been able to purchase her own condominium in North Allston. 
However, Mia emphasized, Lifers do not include her in their idea of “family,” because 
she is 44 and childless. In fact, Mia gets referred to as a “bike person,” along with other 
Longtime Residents (many of whom are renters) at local meetings. This exclusion on the 
part of Lifers has caused Mia, a very active community member who sits on various 
boards, to step away from her community participation, thus lessening her input into the 
neighborhood.  
Additionally, Leslie argues that Lifers’ concern with parking is a stand-in for 
concerns about who new residents are. Leslie emphasizes that Lifers want a certain kind 
of family (i.e., ones who drive cars) to move in, indicating an emphasis on a certain social 
class position and lifestyle. This emphasis on a certain type of family was also articulated 
at a meeting about an empty parcel in Allston. Discussion turned to the old, large 
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Victorian houses in Allston and one man stated that one contributing factor to Allston’s 
large renter population and lack of families was that “no one has that many kids 
anymore,” so the older houses have been carved up into smaller rental units. A woman in 
the audience responded, pointing out that there are immigrant families that have “that 
many kids.” Additionally, at a Neighborhood Stabilization Task Force Meeting, 
discussion turned to preventing investors and speculators from purchasing properties in 
Allston, many of whom are believed by Lifers to be foreign. Sasha suggested the city tax 
foreign buyers at higher rates than non-foreign buyers (regardless of whether they are an 
owner occupant or speculator), because “There are too many immigrants…I can say this 
because I am an immigrant. There are too many now.” Sasha’s comments were met with 
shock from other attendees, including one woman who interrupted her by waving her 
hand as if indicating Sasha should move on and be quiet; another man interrupted Sasha, 
in disgust, attempting to discount her comments, and several other attendees rolled their 
eyes and began talking among themselves, taking attention away from Sasha and her 
comments. This was not the only, or first, time Sasha made controversial comments, 
especially concerning immigrants and/or those she deemed unworthy of neighborhood 
residency. She was often shushed at local meetings or told she should not dominate the 
conversation, by both lifers and younger residents. The disagreement about whether to 
tax foreign home buyers at different rates than non-foreigners demonstrates that who 
Lifers imagine legitimate residents to be does not include foreign or immigrant 
homebuyers.  
The conception of Allston as not just a family neighborhood, but a certain type of 
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family neighborhood, reflects Lifers’ nostalgia for the past they experienced or imagined. 
A local community leader and Lifer, in speaking after a meeting one evening, reflected 
on the history of Allston. He explained to me that there had been a decrease in children, 
which he referenced by the decrease in neighborhood baseball teams. At one time each 
street in North Allston had its own baseball team, he told me, as he waved and pointed at 
Hopedale Street. Bobby, a 64-year old Lifer, confirms the perceived presence and decline 
of little league baseball, acknowledging the decrease in families and children. Bobby 
continues, expressing his desire for families, saying: “Investors have really, really hurt 
our community. It's so sad to hear- just happened to a couple that I know very well who 
want to live in Allston. It's so sad to hear when legitimate people want to live, raise a 
family here in Allston, but consistently get beaten out by investors who are paying off 
debts.” Bobby places blame on investors buying properties in the neighborhood, but 
importantly, his conception of “legitimate people” includes raising a family and 
purchasing property (rather than renting). Nostalgia narratives reflect distinct histories, 
but also reinforce or perpetuate neighborhood power relations and inequality specifically 
in identifying who can/is considered to be a legitimate resident.  
For Lifers, a crucial component of acceptable residential development is the 
addition of owner occupied housing (ensured through deed restrictions, which they often 
request of developers), rather than rental units that they perceive to house primarily 
students and other types of transient, and therefore illegitimate, residents. This insistence 
on owner occupancy reflects their characterization of a legitimate resident. The insistence 
on owner occupancy by Lifers is also closely connected to their opposition to increasing 
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residential density. On the other hand, Bike People argue that Allston can (and should) 
increase its residential density, specifically to help alleviate the housing push in Boston:  
To keep everything as single-family homes with the garage…it is not 
appropriate for increasing capacity in the city. Now, we can increase 
capacity in certain places, and not elsewhere, but [I] feel that Allston, 
maybe less so Brighton, but definitely Allston is a center, and it's a core, 
it's attractive, and it's a neighborhood that is needing to be revamped, 
because the way it was built, and the way it was zoned was back in the 
'80s, when a lot of the zoning codes were going into 
basically…arguably…[to]prevent black people from moving in.  
 
Doug not only points to Allston as a neighborhood that can increase its residential 
capacity, but also that previous zoning codes were implemented and reflected 
certain residents’ conceptualization of legitimate residents (e.g., white families 
with children). Doug’s understanding of Allston as a “core” and attractive 
neighborhood is rooted in his initial experiences in Allston, as a hub of music and 
nightlife and its connectivity to other parts of Boston.  
The clash of nostalgia narratives is also reflected in perceptions of the hybrid 
character of Allston’s gentrification. Sasha proclaimed at a meeting that “at least with 
gentrification, our property values would go up,” denying that gentrification in Allston is 
happening. Meanwhile, Phil, a local business owner who moved to Allston in the 1980s 
for college, sees the pricing out of local artists and the destruction of artist housing in 
Allston as indicative of gentrification.  
The distinct nostalgia narratives that Lifers and Longtime Residents deploy result 
in clashes at neighborhood meetings, particularly concerning new residential 
developments. Lifers often dismiss Bike People’s insistence that higher density without 
parking would help alleviate the need for housing in Allston by citing specific zoning 
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code and refusing to issue formal letters of support. Lifers’ refusal, at times, to consider 
studies and reports conducted by the city can stall and/or curtail a discussion and 
presentation about residential development. While both Bike People and Lifers serve on 
various Impact Advisory Groups and Task Forces that solicit and formalize neighborhood 
response to developments, The Allston Civic Association and Brighton Allston 
Improvement Association board members and, particularly the leaders, tend to be Lifers. 
Since voting for the Brighton Allston Improvement Association is private, only those 
who serve as board members know whether the group will offer formal support for a 
project or zoning variance. While Lifers acknowledge that residential development will 
occur, they deploy their nostalgia narratives as justification for opposing certain types of 
projects that they perceive to be incongruent with Allston and in doing so, deny the 
legitimacy of other residents, particularly renters.  
Conclusion 
By insisting that residential developments have two parking spaces, provide 
privately-owned public space, and are family-friendly, Lifers are insisting on a specific 
type of new resident, based in social class and lifestyle expectations. By contrast, Bike 
People tend to emphasize Allston’s role as a hub of culture, music, and art, and often 
reminisce of their initial visit to Allston being oriented around these events and/or 
nightlife. Not only do they emphasize the need for increased and better public 
transportation and pedestrian/bike-friendly streets, Bike People also embrace increasing 
residential density and view themselves as legitimate residents in the neighborhood, 
viewing Allston as a predominantly rental neighborhood—something they think is 
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unlikely to change in the near future. Both groups understand Allston to be a young 
neighborhood; however they have distinct orientations to such a narrative. Lifers see 
Allston as young, especially student-oriented, as a decline from its idealized past as a 
white, working-class family neighborhood. In contrast, Bike People have come to 
understand Allston as a young professional neighborhood, though previously as a student 
neighborhood. This shift in orientation for Bike People allows them to continue to claim 
legitimacy in their residency in Allston, while pushing for specific types of investment.  
Through their emphasis on the necessity of parking, privately-owned public 
spaces, and family residents, Lifers’ not only express their nostalgia narratives that shape 
their orientation to residential developments, but they also exert influence and power 
within the neighborhood, through controlling discussions about and soliciting or 
opposing formal support for residential projects, and through assessing the legitimacy of 
residents and families. It is through identifying and insisting on “legitimate” residents, 
connected closely to owning a car and property and having a family, that Lifers’ exclude 
Bike People from legitimacy. It has been specifically within the context of Boston’s 
increasing need for housing that these narrative frames have been revealed in the context 
of neighborhood meetings.  
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Chapter Four: “Keep Allston Shitty:” How Neighborhood and Resident Legitimacy is 
Framed in One Boston Neighborhood 
 
Introduction 
The Franklin Street Footbridge in Allston connects Lower Allston or North 
Allston and Allston Village or South Allston. The footbridge crosses over the 
Massachusetts Turnpike that has bisected the neighborhood since the1960s and is a 
common subject of community discussions concerning neighborhood repairs. The 
footbridge is dimly lit, enclosed on each side by chain link fence, and has relatively steep 
on/off ramps that are consistently painted and re-painted. Repeatedly, over the past year 
and a half, someone has tagged the phrases “Keep Allston Shitty,” and “Fuck Your 
Money,” in large letters along one side of the bridge. Not far from this graffiti, a large, 
multi-family house suffered a devastating fire in 2016 that displaced and injured several 
students in Allston. Not a block away from this boarded up, remnant of an old Victorian 
home, two new-construction triple-decker homes have been built, with a prominent fence 
enclosing the structures that are a stark contrast to the older homes on the street.  
In the context of a neighborhood experiencing growth and investment unlike in 
years past,  “Keep Allston Shitty” and other graffiti may aim to make a of critique of 
these impending changes or political statements. But, local residents, business owners, 
and others acutely balance their embrace of Allston’s grit as the root of Allston’s 
legitimacy with a desire for safer, more upscale, specifically family-friendly and transit-
oriented, development. Specifically, residents and other neighborhood actors use 
Allston’s “shittiness” to establish its legitimacy, mark its distinction, frame it as a rite of 
passage, obscure actual living conditions, and engage in negotiation that justifies their 
  
118 
own “shitty” behaviors. “Keep Allston Shitty” distinctly reflects an Allston as Young 
narrative, especially rooted in its student presence.  
Allstonians discuss their neighborhood as legitimate specifically by pointing to its 
gritty or shitty nature, and, like social preservationists (Brown-Saracino, 2009), many use 
Allston’s shittiness to distinguish it from other gentrified areas; however, some also 
distinguish Allston from other unsafe or declining neighborhoods, locating Allston’s 
shittiness as a rite of passage among young students, but a relatively safe type of 
grittiness. Commercial “pioneers” in Allston also express navigating this balance as they 
engage in limited commercial upscaling. The emphasis on Allston’s shittiness as a 
legitimizing character, however, obscures the real living conditions that some residents 
experience, including house fires, zoning code violations, overcrowding, and 
deteriorating housing conditions. Residents, often former students, negotiate and justify 
their own “shitty behavior,” indeed in legitimizing their investment and commitment to 
Allston, yet also lamenting and fighting against these same behaviors committed by 
others. Their ability to navigate engaging in behaviors that they then come to criticize is 
rooted in their shift from a narrative that understands Allston to be young, as a student 
neighborhood, to Allston as young, as a young professional neighborhood; this shift 
allows this group to discuss their own shitty behaviors vis-à-vis nostalgic memories of 
the past, while critiquing those who engage in such behaviors now, all while legitimizing 
their own continued neighborhood legitimacy.  
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Theoretical Background 
Diversity, grit, and decline are aspects of neighborhoods specifically noted to 
attract first stage gentrifiers as these qualities signal urban authenticity, often in contrast 
to suburban locales (Clay, 1983; Kerstein, 1990, Lloyd, 2006; Mele, 2000). Specifically, 
perceived grit of an area can attract new populations who then usher in broader changes, 
such as gentrification, to areas previously experiencing decline. Importantly, as Lloyd 
writes, “…artists are committed urbanites, and they fold the representation of 
neighborhood decay into their picture of authentic urbanism, even as their presence 
contributes to the reversal of many of its effects” (2006, p. 78). Artists and other first 
stage gentrifiers, such as students, then, are attracted to declining/decaying areas 
precisely because of this decay, which they, in turn, obfuscate or eliminate via their very 
presence in a neighborhood. These early stage gentrifiers have strategies to mitigate or 
make sense of the changes they facilitate, such as engaging in social preservation that 
idealizes an imagined past and romanticized old timers (Brown-Saracino, 2009). Relying 
on origin stories (Brown-Saracino, 2009) or nostalgia narratives (Ocejo, 2011) that are 
rooted in and reflect their first experiences in a neighborhood, these gentrifiers not only 
criticize the changes they have caused, but also insist on their own legitimacy or 
authenticity in a place. Importantly, it is often this grit or decay that is seen as authentic, 
legitimate, and, hence, often something to be preserved.  
Having gone through the process of “studentification” (Smith & Holt, 2007), 
student neighborhoods become amenable to students’ interests, including commercial and 
retail changes that appeal to younger demographics (Smith & Holt, 2007). However, 
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studentified neighborhoods are often described as having experienced decline from their 
former family-oriented milieu and are places that create “apprentice gentrifiers” (Smith & 
Holt, 2007, p.144) who move away after the completion of university and engage in 
gentrification processes elsewhere. Allston presents a case, then, of a student 
neighborhood in which many students have a transient experience with the neighborhood, 
but in which there are several cohorts of former students who have remained in the area 
and shaped Allston’s trajectory of change. This chapter addresses questions of how such 
residents and other neighborhood actors understand Allston’s legitimacy as a 
neighborhood rooted in its decay, but also negotiate (often temporally) their own 
relationship with such decay.  
Establishing Legitimacy 
Melvin is a 31-year old white male business owner in Allston. As we sat in a 
booth at his diner after closing, he expressed a love-hate relationship with Allston. He 
had been coming to Allston since his early 20s to play music, go to shows, and party. He 
only very briefly lived in Allston, being evicted along with his roommates for reasons he 
says are unclear and has since not been able to afford to live in Allston. He expresses 
resentment toward this fact, but also, at times, expresses a deep appreciation for the 
music community he has been a part of. Asked to describe Allston, Melvin pondered for 
a moment and said: “How would I describe it? It's a diamond in the rough? No. It is the 
rough, it's the rough around the diamond. There's some to be found in there, but it's 
murky.” Similar to previous accounts of certain decaying neighborhoods, residents, 
former residents, and business owners view Allston’s “shittiness” as an important part of 
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its legitimacy as a neighborhood, and thus part of the appeal of living or running a 
business in Allston. Despite Melvin’s jaded attitude toward Allston at times, he does 
understand that his punk-themed diner’s success, and even his ability to afford to open a 
business, is predicated on its location in Allston.  
For some residents, like Melvin, this shitty connotation in Allston is based on his 
experiences with drunk college students, loud parties, and late-night foot traffic. For 
others, this legitimacy stems from Allston’s relative poverty, framed as “normalcy” and 
the decaying streetscape. Will, the 41-year old white owner of a local chain of local 
coffee shops, moved to Allston in the 1990s to attend college and has since been 
successful in expanding his business. Will explains: 
What do I like most about it? I like the alt-vibe of the community. I like 
the un-pretentious atmosphere of the people who live there. I had a weird 
thought. I almost said I appreciate poverty, but I don't. I hate 
ostentatiousness, so I just like normal people of normal means. There's a 
lot of that, but it's not celebrated. That's what I love about Allston. What I 
don't like about Allston is the things we have already talked about. There's 
no risk takers. There aren’t people getting leases and opening up 
businesses. It's an afterthought in terms of how the city approaches it in 
cleanliness, in street lighting, and housing. That's about it. 
 
While Will frames his appreciation of Allston in its “normalcy,” he acknowledges that 
there is decay or neglect, particularly related to the cleanliness of the streets, and that his 
appreciation borders on romanticizing poverty. Denise, a 40-year old immigrant from 
Barbados, echoes this appreciation for Allston’s rough edges in saying “I actually like the 
fact that it's a little bit not too polished up. I do like that. I think it's a real nice legitimacy 
to its city life in Boston.”  Allston’s perceived legitimacy also influenced Lisa, the head 
of public relations for a small local chain of shops, to locate the first of these shops in 
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Allston. Lisa, like others, moved to Allston for college and has now helped expand the 
business to Brighton and Somerville. In fact, the shop that Lisa works for holds 
promotional events during one day in Allston that is decried by longtime residents and 
perhaps the apex of Allston’s “shittiness:” Allston Christmas. “Allston Christmas” occurs 
every year on September 1st as rental leases end and new leases begin, meaning there is a 
large movement of renters around the city of Boston, but particularly in Allston. Many 
Allston residents, especially students, leave their old belongings—including mattresses, 
couches, tables, shelves, and even food—on the sidewalks to be picked up by city 
sanitation services. Lisa’s business specifically embraces this “holiday” and seeks to 
profit off the movement of people through the neighborhood. The embracing of Allston 
Christmas directly reflects the understanding that the Allston as young narrative 
emphasizes a student presence.  
 Residents, then, locate Allston’s neighborhood legitimacy in its gritty or shitty 
context, pointing specifically to the streetscapes, noise, and students. This relationship is 
complicated, however, by residents’ acknowledgement of and advocating for better 
streets, less noise (particularly parties), and less graffiti.  
Mark of Distinction 
Importantly, these perceptions not only of Allston’s shittiness, but also its 
legitimacy rooted in this shittiness, are shaped by experiences with other neighborhoods. 
For example, Denise has lived in a variety of neighborhoods in Boston, most recently 
Dorchester. She explicitly discusses her appreciation of Allston in contrast to Dorchester 
and the experiences she wants her children to have. While she acknowledges there is an 
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active nightlife in Allston, including drunk college students, comparatively, she says she 
prefers Allston, considering it a legitimate, unpolished, yet safe neighborhood.  
For Denise, Allston’s gritty/shitty character does not necessarily encompass the 
danger she perceives in other neighborhoods, specifically Dorchester. In fact, while 
speaking with Denise at a local coffee shop, she told me about the trajectory of her life in 
Boston and how she came to live in Allston. She had previously run her own business in 
Dorchester, but lost the business in the process of getting divorced. With two young 
children, she ended up homeless and in a shelter in Brighton. Soon after she moved into 
housing in Allston. Reflecting on her experiences in Dorchester, she told me about the 
process of running her own business and applying to schools. She says when she would 
fill out important forms she listed her address as “Boston,” rather than “Dorchester,” but 
is adamant that she does not do so living in Allston, and proudly lists her address as 
“Allston.” While Denise, like other residents, acknowledges Allston’s gritty nature, and 
in fact its legitimacy rooted in this grit, Denise’s story is an example of how a 
neighborhood’s grit or “shittiness” can actually represent a safer alternative for certain 
residents.  
Further, residents discuss Allston’s shittiness specifically as a mark of legitimacy 
by contrasting Allston with other neighborhoods in Boston and areas that are unappealing 
to them, such as the suburbs. In a conversation with Karen, a former college student 
living in Allston, she explains that many of her friends live in Somerville because it’s 
“way cooler,” but she quickly corrects herself, saying Somerville is a nicer place to live. 
Leslie vehemently rejects the idea of living in the suburbs, saying Allston’s urban 
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character is what she desires in a neighborhood. Like social preservationists (Brown-
Saracino, 2009) or early stage gentrifiers, these residents understand Allston’s shitty 
nature as a means of legitimizing the neighborhood by directly contrasting specific 
elements of Allston with other gentrified or suburban places.  
Rite of Passage 
 As Melvin and I continued our conversation, after describing Allston as “the 
rough around the diamond,” he added, “I mean it's probably the cheapest eats, cheapest 
beers in the whole city, and cheapest rent. It's any poor college kid’s haven for a while, 
but you can only take so much of it and then you got to go.” A common response to 
Allston’s shittiness is that living in such a neighborhood is almost a rite of passage, 
especially for students, again reflecting the emphasis on students in the Allston as young 
narrative. Melvin continued to emphasize that living in Allston is tolerable for specific 
points in one’s life, but the need to escape once one is older, wants to have children, and 
can afford a better place to live. This sentiment that Allston is a place for young people 
without children and families was expressed by a variety of respondents, and is a source 
of tension within the neighborhood. In fact, the desire to return Allston to a family-
oriented neighborhood, rooted in collective nostalgia expressed by Lifers, was one of the 
most discussed topics at civic meetings and framed as a problem to be remedied through 
housing, especially owner occupancy.  
 Robert, Will, Harold, and John (white men in their 50s and 60s) all moved to 
Allston at various points as men in their early 20s, primarily for college. Robert, Will, 
and John all own businesses in Allston but moved to area suburbs. Will and Robert 
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specifically moved out of Allston around the time when they had got married, explaining 
that the suburbs are a better place to raise children. John explained matter-of-factly, “…if 
you go on to college, you go to college here. You love it. You do all that. Then you get 
married. Then you're going to have a kid. Now, you're still going to live here in Allston 
after that? Unlikely. You're moving to the 'burbs, right? You've got a kid.” Harold, like 
Robert and Will, lived in Allston during his college years, but then moved to the west 
coast to get married and raise a family. He has recently moved back to Allston, though, to 
live in one of the residential properties he was able to purchase in the 1960s. 
Additionally, relatively longtime residents, many who are former students, describe 
moving from Allston Village (primarily where students live and where most of the bars 
are) to Lower Allston after graduation. They discuss this move as a part of their life 
course as they have aged out of Allston Village.  
 Living in Allston, and thus Allston’s shittiness, are seen as temporary rites of 
passage that primarily students and young people experience. For some this can 
encompass both deteriorating housing conditions, noise, and drunken antics, but also a 
nostalgia for the bars, parties, underground music venues, and even daily routines.  
Obscures Living Conditions 
 In 2014, The Boston Globe published a three-part series entitled, “Shadow 
Campus44” that provided an in-depth account of Allston’s precarious and dangerous 
living situation. The piece points to this problematic housing situation by stating that in 
2013, of the 154,000 rental units in the city of Boston, just 2,304 were inspected. 
                                                        
44 http://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/specials/shadow-campus 
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Additionally, “…pressed by the Globe, the city could not turn up even one student 
overcrowding situation.” The Globe series goes into great detail about the overcrowding 
and deleterious housing conditions faced by students and other residents, specifically in 
Allston, but points to the broader issue of a lack of official reporting or citations issued 
for such situations and the Inspectional Services Department’s antiquated recording 
system that does not indicate which owners/landlords have had repeat violations. Indeed, 
The Globe’s own investigation found that 80% of students they surveyed said there were 
more than four undergraduates living in their units (a violation of the “No More than 
Four” law that makes it illegal for more than four undergraduates to live in a single 
housing unit). The Globe additionally found that student zip codes in Boston (including, 
but not limited to, Allston) “…have 50 percent more complaints overall than the citywide 
average in more than a dozen categories, including mold and mice infestation as well as 
more serious safety concerns such as missing or broken carbon monoxide detectors and 
overcrowding.45”  
However, according to data from Boston 31146, between March 2017 and January 
2018, just 2% of overall complaints filed using their system were in Allston. The number 
of complaints in Allston was fewer than neighboring Brighton and Jamaica Plain, but 
greater than Fenway-Kenmore and Mission Hill (two additional student neighborhoods). 
Complaints in Allston, then, may be concentrated among certain types of complaints, 
                                                        
45 The Globe adjusted the number of complaints by population and indicate they only 
examined around 12 categories of complaints that may or may not have included less 
dangerous complaints, such as parking violations or basic street repairs. The Globe did 
not specify all of the categories they counted and omitted.  
46 https://data.boston.gov/dataset/311-service-requests/resource/2968e2c0-d479-49ba-
a884-4ef523ada3c0 accessed January 15, 2018.  
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such as rodent infestation, but overall Allston residents’ complaints comprised a small 
proportion of complaints for the city. Importantly, official records and complaints may 
not capture living conditions of those in Allston whose first language is not English or 
who are undocumented or otherwise uncomfortable/not knowledgeable with the process 
of filing an official complaint with the city. Allston’s legitimacy as rooted in its 
shittiness, as reflected by the living conditions, then, obscures the actual living conditions 
of local residents, especially in Allston Village, many of whom are relatively transient 
(e.g., students) or non-white (e.g., Hispanic and Asian populations).  
 As The Globe and other accounts of Allston’s living conditions conclude, some 
landlords benefit from and contribute to Allston’s shitty character, precisely because they 
can make more money with minimal investment in their properties. John, who moved to 
Allston in the 1980s as a young man, recently sold the multiple businesses he has owned 
in Allston since the 1980s, primarily to focus on his residential properties. He owns 10 
residential properties in Allston and adjacent Brighton, as well as properties in Miami and 
other cities. He explained to me how being a landlord in Allston was unique from the 
other cities in which he owns properties, partially rooted in local residents’ acceptance of 
Allston’s precarious living and housing conditions. John explained: 
 It's (being a landlord) been great. You know what I tell people? It's like 
people in Allston don't complain. They know it sucks, and they're happy 
with it. Other places, Oh my God. Other places in Miami, they want it to 
be just right. They're in a luxury building. Oh my God. I get a girl (who) 
said "My drain clogged up." I'm like "Oh, you should call a plumber." You 
know what I mean? "Oh, no. That's your job." I'm like "Just plunge it." 
She never knew what a plunger is. She never used the plunger. I texted her 
a picture. She never saw one before. I'm like "Oh my God. She doesn't 
know what a plunger." This is the difference. Here in Allston, they would 
never call me.  Sometimes they get a call. I'll be like "I'll be there in five 
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minutes." They're like "Oh my God. We didn't want to bother you. We 
didn't even think you were going to do it." I go in there, I'm like "Oh my 
God. You need this fixed, and this fixed, and this fixed. Why didn't you 
tell me?" They're like "We didn't think that you'd care or do anything." I'm 
like "Are you kidding me?" I go in, and I'm replacing a toilet, and I'm 
fixing a fan. I'm doing this. I'm like "Where's your smoke detector for 
God's sake?" "Oh, we took it down because it made too much noise when 
we were cooking." I'm like "Oh, you can't." I'm probably a great landlord 
compared to most because all my tenants, they never call me. It's got to be 
like a fire burning. I'm like "Call me. Let me know." I want my place to be 
a good place too. If something is wrong with it, let me get it fixed before it 
snowballs, and you have bigger problems. They're easy. They're very easy, 
which is great for a landlord. 
 
John discusses his response as concern for his tenants’ safety, but importantly points to 
what he sees as the tenants responsibility in reporting repairs (rather than landlord 
conducting regular inspections) and what he perceives to be a widespread acceptance of 
Allston’s deteriorated housing.  
In addition to obscuring local housing conditions, grounding Allston’s legitimacy 
in its shittiness, and framing Allston’s shittiness as less problematic than other 
neighborhoods, also potentially obscures real criminal problems. In 2016-2017, two 
prostitution operations were reported and shutdown in Allston and Brighton47. At every 
local civic meeting, two each month that are regularly scheduled, the Community 
Engagement Officer for The Boston Police Department in District 14 (Allston-Brighton) 
presents a general crime report, noting any changes in rates of crime, the types of crime 
most often seen, and announcements of any police events. Most often discussed are 
property crimes, including robberies and burglaries. These crimes are framed as resulting 
                                                        
47 http://www.universalhub.com/crime/20161117/resident-drops-dime-16-arrested-
running-brothel; http://www.universalhub.com/2017/da-west-roxbury-couple-turned-
allston-house; accessed March 6, 2018.  
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from the student population in Allston, in that thieves know that students live in the area 
and are careless and so they look for the opportunity to rob a college student of their 
laptop or iPad. During this time period when these prostitution operations were 
discovered, including at least one instance of human trafficking, there was not a single 
discussion at any local civic meeting of this criminal activity. Indeed, the operations were 
run out of unremarkable homes in the neighborhoods, adding to the ability for residents 
to frame Allston’s crime as primarily property-related, such as burglaries, rather than 
more serious crimes.  
The reverberation of Allston’s perceived shitty character has had broader 
neighborhood impacts, as well, including limiting the degree to which commercial 
upscaling has happened.  As Will explained: 
Will:  Why are none of the high end or awesome culinary restaurants in Allston? 
None of them.  
 
Sarah:  Why do you think that is?  
 
Will:  Because over the last 15 years, 20 years, it's just a constant student ghetto 
shithole. That's why. The landlords haven't put any money into the 
properties. The landlords haven't put any money into the retail properties, 
and people who live there all want to live somewhere else when they're a 
little bit older. What the business people don't understand is the people 
who are currently living there are marketable. They're looking for a good 
place to go. That's why every time you go into Deep Ellum, it's packed. 
 
Will, like many others, points to the role specifically of landlords in creating the actual 
conditions that perpetuate Allston’s shitty character, which include not just residential 
properties, but also commercial spaces. Indeed all of the business owners I spoke with 
cited the “good deal” they got on retail/commercial space and several cited extensive 
repairs and remodels they had to do prior to opening their businesses. One business 
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owner described the gut renovation necessary to remove an illegal bar and repair other 
aspects of the commercial space his business is now in.  
While longtime business owners describe the investment they have put into 
Allston, they also qualify the degree of commercial upscaling Allston has experienced. In 
discussions of failed restaurants, notably Kelly’s Roast Beef, that sat at the prominent 
intersection of Harvard Ave. and Commonwealth Ave., and attempts at fine dining, such 
as an upscale Italian restaurant in the 1980s, Allston business owners explain that these 
concepts will not work in Allston partially due to the local demand for cheap food, but 
also due to the streetscape, specifically at Harvard/Commonwealth Ave. Concerns about 
crime, drug and alcohol use, and general loitering by those deemed unwelcome, are 
understood as at least partially accountable for the failure of Kelly’s Roast Beef in 
particular. In fact, the local police attempted to remove the single bench at the bus stop in 
front of Kelly’s, but lamented to local residents that they could not because the bench 
belonged to the local transportation authority, not the city. After Kelly’s failure, this retail 
space remained empty for 5 years, adding to the physical deterioration of this 
intersection.  
Locating Allston’s legitimacy in its shitty character, then, obscures the actual 
living conditions that residents, often renters and students, experience, which has caused 
widespread concern across the city due to safety hazards. Additionally, while Allston’s 
legitimacy is rooted in this grit or shittiness, business owners understand the local 
economy as having upscaled but not as upscale due in part to Allston’s shitty reputation, 
but also the result of actual street and storefront decay that they claim has deterred 
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businesses and customers.  
Negotiating Shitty Behaviors 
 All of the residents, business owners, and other neighborhood actors I spoke with 
balance their perception of Allston as shitty with positive aspects of the neighborhood 
and justify engaging in many of these “shitty behaviors” themselves. This balance, for 
some, reflects their shift from a narrative embracing Allston’s youthfulness rooted in 
student behaviors to a youthfulness more oriented toward young professionals. For 
instance John, quoted previously, discussed being a pioneer in Allston in the 1980s and 
says Allston continues to face lower quality housing, but also adds that he thinks the 
neighborhood is currently in an “upswing.”  
 Leslie, who now works in city hall, but who originally moved to Allston after 
college to work for a non-profit organization, captures this negotiating work that 
residents engage in to simultaneously justify their own “shitty” behavior as legitimate and 
criticize certain elements, often graffiti and/or public destruction/eyesores. In discussing 
the “Keep Allston Shitty” graffiti, Leslie explained: 
Leslie:  It's so funny for me, actually. It just makes me laugh all the time. When I 
was first starting (at a community organization), there was this young guy, 
his name was Charlie, and he was in a band called Love in Stockholm. 
They lived in the GAP. They would throw huge ragers on Saturday night, 
and then on Sunday morning they would take up with all their buddies and 
walk around and clean up Allston Village. Everyone was obsessed with 
them. Everything they did was called "Keep Allston Decent." Which is a 
play on Portland's "Keep Portland Weird," "Keep Allston Weird." I think 
some of the “Keep Allston Shitty” stuff that you see has to do with ... It's 
actually funny. One time I was at a community meeting on the Mass Pike. 
I was talking about how the infrastructure on Cambridge Street is horrible. 
It's like, "Why do we have chain-link fence and missile fencing? Why do 
we have these awful, stupid 1980s street lights? Why can't we have things 
that are pedestrian-oriented?" Someone stood up and actually said, 
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"Allston is not Cape Cod." Something like that. There was a hashtag, 
actually. It was really funny. What's a fancy town?  
 
Sarah:  In Massachusetts?  
 
Leslie:  Yeah, like on the Cape. It was one of those towns. I'll think of it. It was 
really funny because it was like, "You totally missed the point of what I 
was talking about. Improvement doesn't necessarily mean destroying the 
gritty nature of Allston that you love, bro." I think that keep Allston decent 
stuff is really coming out of affordability and tension in the neighborhood 
and the fact that you can look around Allston and see how quickly it's 
changing if you've been there for a couple years. You can kind of feel it. 
It's like all of a sudden the Bruins are practicing in our neighborhood. It's 
just weird. At the same time, I also think that it's ... You've noticed all the 
other stuff that they're writing, too, right?  
 
Sarah:  Yeah.  
 
Leslie:  Like the ACAB.  
 
Sarah:  Yeah, do you know what that is? 
 
Leslie:  Yeah, “all cops are bad.”  
 
Sarah:  Oh, okay. I've seen pig graffiti, “fuck the police.”  
 
Leslie:  Yeah, it's this really charming thing [sarcasm]. I think it's so fucking 
stupid. It's these people who have no investment. By investment, I mean 
no context. I don't even know what it is. It's just like they don't know 
what's going on or they don't care, they're not involved, or they're not 
thinking about it. Then they're just doing stupid graffiti that's really, if they 
lived in Roxbury, they'd be like "keep Roxbury shitty." I don't actually 
think it's Allston specific. I think it's more about the idea of rebelling 
against these changes and the man and having a space that's for you and 
what you define it as.  
 
Sarah:  Are these people, do you think they live in Allston?  
 
Leslie:  Yeah, I do. I think they live in Allston. I don't know who's doing it 
because it's not one of my people. I have a shirt that says "Allston lifer." 
We have different things that we say, but "keep Allston shitty," it's just 
funny. I look at it and like, "Really?" Honestly I look at it and I think to 
myself, "Little kids walk over this bridge every day, and every day they're 
going to read that you think their neighborhood is shitty." It reminds me of 
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like "call me bitch," like empowering, but it's not empowering. I mean, I 
tagged the bridge one time…  
 
Leslie went on to justify and explain her tagging of the footbridge by stating that local 
residents had asked for the lights to be repaired and improved, but instead the 
Massachusetts Department of Transportation repainted the bridge, perceived to be a 
waste of time and resources. For Leslie, engaging in graffiti tagging is justified because 
1) she has invested in the neighborhood, has context; 2) she has legitimacy as a “lifer” 
(and not just student) in Allston48; 3) she frames her act as a protest to support the 
neighborhood and 4) she explains that this was during a specific point in her life and 
behavior she likely would not engage in now. Allston’s shittiness can be embraced or 
even made worse by residents, according to Leslie, if they are invested in Allston. This 
negotiation is a means of distinguishing between different types of “shitty” behaviors 
and, relatedly, the varying degrees of legitimacy of Allston residents. Additionally, this 
negotiation of “shitty” behaviors reflects the transition from primarily understanding 
Allston to be a student neighborhood to a neighborhood amenable to young professionals. 
Transitioning between narratives allows Bike People to embrace their previous student 
behaviors as legitimate and, at the same time, now criticize those who engage in similar 
behaviors.  
Like Leslie, other relatively longtime residents discussed engaging in behaviors 
that they acknowledge contribute to Allston’s perceived “shittiness,” such as attending or 
hosting house parties or living in overcrowded housing units. Doug exemplifies this as he 
                                                        
48 Although Leslie considers herself a “Lifer,” I do not. I consider her a longtime resident 
or “Bike Person.”  
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described why he moved to Allston and then later what he perceived Allston’s major 
problems to be: 
We deemed our house kind of a party house, so we would actually throw 
shows at our house with touring bands. We were kind of plugged into the 
music scene. It was a large enough house that we could host. I really liked 
what was going on at Allston, where it was a mingle of different 
universities. 
 
Later in our conversation, Doug commented: 
The fact that everything ends at 2AM does not mean that the party stops. It 
means that it floods out into the neighborhoods, so that's a huge conflict. 
Then, there's the fact of if you're under 21, you have nowhere to go at 
night, so the house parties. The house parties are unregulated, they're 
unsafe, they're prone for really just bad behavior. Date rapes, and alcohol 
overdoses, and just general shit that goes on when people get messed up in 
the head. That's a conflict for sure. 
 
While this phenomenon in Allston perhaps parallels other instances of gentrifiers 
engaging in behaviors that they later find problematic when committed by other 
residents, in Allston, these behaviors they engage in specifically shape residents’ 
perceptions of Allston as a legitimate neighborhood and are utilized to emphasize 
resident legitimacy at a specific point in their lives. However, rather than framing these 
behaviors as necessarily a physical or capital investment in the neighborhood (like 
pioneer gentrifiers’ sweat equity), these Allstonians understand their past “shitty” 
behaviors, such as hosting late-night house parties and tagging graffiti, as being part of a 
cultural milieu that attracted them to Allston, part of what makes them legitimate 
residents (e.g., having context), reflective of their cultural investment in and value of 
Allston (e.g., music scene), and relegated to a specific point in the past that they have 
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outgrown and now wish to change about the neighborhood. Importantly, the qualities of 
Allston that residents claim make it both shitty and legitimate are not external to these 
residents or their actions; rather residents engage in these very behaviors and later 
criticize them. That these residents can maneuver between embracing and criticizing such 
“shitty” behaviors is indicative of their shifting interpretation of the “Allston as young” 
narrative. Indeed, these residents shift their perception of these behaviors and, in doing 
so, their legitimacy in the neighborhood. 
Gentrifiers, in their very nature, impose changes to a neighborhood that detract 
from the grit that initially attracted them or gentrifiers attempt to preserve this grit via 
social preservation (Brown-Saracino, 2009). Allston, however, has had residents who 
engaged in behaviors that have created and perpetuated its shitty character, and thereby 
its legitimacy. This shittiness then get reframed by residents as unsafe and behaviors that 
were for a specific time in their life—thereby distancing themselves from these behaviors 
and attributes. Residents engage in a process of negotiation and justify their own 
behaviors that they simultaneously understand to contribute to the neighborhood’s 
legitimacy and shittiness. Broadly, these behaviors get reframed by Bike People as 
acceptable while students, but unacceptable as they come to see the neighborhood as one 
for young professionals, like themselves.  
Conclusion   
 On October 21, 2017, a team of artists and local residents painted a mural on the 
Franklin Street Footbridge, supported by local organizations, community groups, and 
residents I spoke with. The repeated graffiti tagging of “Keep Allston Shitty” and the 
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eventual installation of a mural parallels broader negotiations of legitimacy and grit in 
Allston. While Allston’s shittiness is at times celebrated and cited as a legitimizing 
appeal of the neighborhood, it is also lamented and a subject of community conversation 
on change. Residents engage in acts that have perpetuated Allston’s shittiness, providing 
them with a sense of legitimacy as a resident and perpetuating the very context that 
attracted them to Allston. However, residents also come to find such behaviors 
problematic and worthy of change when committed by people who they deem are not 
legitimate in their relationship with Allston, indicating a shifting orientation and narrative 
about Allston over the life course.  
  
  
137 
Chapter Five: Allston Christmas: How Real Estate Agents and Use Local Rituals to 
Perpetuate Allston’s Enduring Narrative  
Introduction  
During a conversation with Cameron, a 21-year old undergraduate student living 
in Allston, I inquired about his daily experiences—the places he frequents and routes that 
he travels. He explained to me that he lives in a central part of Allston, on Glenville Ave., 
and so he often stops at @Union Café, the diner at the end of the street, to grab breakfast 
and coffee before jumping on the Green Line to go to class. Later, while interviewing 
Robert, a 56-year old local business owner who initially moved to Allston when he was 
attending college in Boston, I asked him about his most vivid memory of Allston. He 
thought carefully for a minute and stated that while he has a lot of memories in Allston, 
his day-to-day routine in college is what immediately came to mind. He explained: 
My most vivid memory ... In spite of the fact that I've owned business here 
for such a long time, living here as a college student on Park Vale Avenue 
[off Glenville Ave.]. I would get up in the morning and there was this 
diner that was on Harvard Avenue where @Union is now ... I used to go 
and have breakfast there and get on the T and go to BU and talk to my 
roommates. I had a great time living here as a college student. It was very 
safe, it was affordable. The first apartment I ever lived in, I was a young 
adult, and all of a sudden I had the responsibility of paying the rent every 
month.  
 
The parallels between these experiences, 30+ years apart, demonstrate two aspects of 
Allston as a neighborhood. First, that seemingly mundane, daily experiences and spatial 
navigations of a place can become not only what defines a place for someone but also the 
basis for their memory of place or how they frame and understand a place. Second, these 
narratives that people use to talk about places are rooted in these memories and can 
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perpetuate a neighborhood’s identity by steering specific residents to the neighborhood. 
Narratives that embrace Allston as a young neighborhood steer students to Allston by 
drawing on Allston’s identity specifically as Boston’s student neighborhood. In relying 
on narratives that frame Allston as a student neighborhood, and in engaging in rituals that 
highlight Allston’s student presence, real estate agents and students call attention to and 
perpetuate Allston’s identity as a student neighborhood and perpetuate the sameness of 
Allston that locals navigate.  
More specifically, residents, including students, former residents, and real estate 
agents understand Allston to be a student neighborhood and perpetuate this narrative, at 
times rooted in a sense of nostalgia/memory, of Allston through daily interactions and 
ritual practices, and move in and out of the neighborhood accordingly. These narratives 
of Allston contribute to Allston’s hybridity. Real estate agents often utilize a narrative of 
Allston as a student neighborhood, which, they claim, influences their real estate 
practices, including explicit and implicit steering of students to Allston. Allston’s identity 
as a young, and specifically student neighborhood is discussed as an unquestionable fact 
by real estate agents and their steering techniques discussed as reflective of broader 
market conditions. For students, often their social networks initially bring them to 
Allston, which they then experience and identify as a student neighborhood, bolstered by 
their ritual student behaviors, rites of passage, and daily interactions. These experiences, 
for students, shape their narrative and understanding of Allston as a student 
neighborhood, which goes on to potentially attract future student residents to Allston. For 
former students, this neighborhood narrative, rooted in rituals and rites of passage, 
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becomes enshrined as memories and nostalgia. However, importantly, Allston is not the 
top neighborhood in Boston for housing undergraduate students49. In fact, in 2015, 
Allston was fourth overall for housing Boston’s students, and fifth in housing 
undergraduates students; in 2017, Allston was second overall in housing Boston’s 
students, and third for undergraduate students, indicating that both students and agents 
rely on culturally embedded understandings, rooted in rituals and their own narratives 
around Allston, to orient their interactions in Allston50.   
Allston Christmas acts as a deterrent to additional upscaling, specifically in the 
form of gentrification, in that it highlights housing conditions, particularly in The GAP 
area of Allston (most student-heavy) and means the local sidewalks will often be 
impassable because of the sheer amount of trash and discarded items. Allston Christmas 
also highlights the student presence in Allston, acts as an annual neighborhood 
disturbance, that includes the large-scale movement of people, the presence of moving 
trucks on narrow streets, and police directing increased traffic, and indicates an increase 
in noise via parties and presence of people. Finally, Allston Christmas highlights 
Allston’s residential instability and transience.  
                                                        
49 From “Boston By the Numbers,” published by the Boston Planning and Development 
Agency. Retrieved November 2017 from 
http://www.bostonplans.org/getattachment/ff4bf0fa-64ec-4b31-a417-044460018798 
http://www.bostonplans.org/getattachment/1fd5864a-e7d2-4ebc-8d4a-a4b8411bf759  
50 While there was an increase in the number of undergraduate students living in Allston 
between 2015 and 2017, it is important to note that the City of Boston only began 
collecting information on where students live in 2015. City reports dating back to the 
1960s reflect Allston’s student narrative, and despite not providing quantitative data, 
discuss Allston as Boston’s primary student neighborhood. It is difficult, then, to know 
whether this is an actual increase in the number of undergraduates living in Allston 
between 2015 and 2017, a result of better accounting/reporting by the city and local 
universities, or another type of change over a broader time span.  
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Real Estate Agents 
Real Estate agents I spoke with claim that they engaged in two types of practices 
with student rentals. Often agents spoke about students’ desire to live in Allston as if it 
were an unquestionable fact, diminishing their role in steering students to Allston. Other 
times, agents would explain that students may not want to live in Allston due to its 
reputation for poor quality housing, but describe ways in which they steer students to 
Allston. Often, both strategies are framed as finding the best fit for the potential tenant. 
That agents frame Allston as the “best fit” for student tenants reflects their (both agents 
and students) understanding of Allston as a young, and specifically, student 
neighborhood. Both groups thought of Allston as a neighborhood amenable to young 
people and students, and thus searching for apartments in Allston was considered normal 
and Allston was considered a good place to live.  
Unquestionable Fact  
That Allston is considered Boston’s student neighborhood or an area where there 
are a lot of college students and young people was the second most discussed topic across 
respondents in interviews. This included real estate agents, but also students themselves 
and other residents and business owners in Allston. In particular, real estate agents stated 
that between 40-50% of rental leases their companies write up are to students, indicating 
that they are a large part of the work that real estate agents engage in.  Real estate agents 
often described residents of Allston or the kind of neighborhood Allston is by specifying 
that there are substantial residents other than students, such as young professionals or 
post-grads (graduate students were not considered students by real estate agents); 
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however, the presence of young professionals was discussed as relatively recent change 
and the presence of students was, then, a given. As Parker, the owner of a real estate 
development company based in Allston indicated:  
Well, maybe more so than others, it's definitely diverse, but there's clearly 
a young crowd, a just graduated crowd, young professionals. Obviously 
there's a big student influence, but I think that extends beyond the student 
years. But it does retain some of that flavor of the newly graduated, or the 
post grads, people in post-grad programs, and the young professionals as 
well. The areas that I spend a lot of time in, it doesn't have a lot of the 
family flavor, but I know there are areas of Allston that are more so like 
that. Lower Allston is what they call it…. 
 
Later, in response to a question about what he does not like about Allston, Parker replied: 
 
What I don't like about it is it has still got a lot of the elements that haven't 
transformed yet. There's still a lot of that student element of debauchery 
and dishevelment, trash, and beer bottles here and there, and fight on the 
corner. I do think it needs, I still think it needs more diversity in food. 
 
In both statements, while Parker emphasizes the diversity of residents, he discusses the 
presence of students and related neighborhood elements as a known fact of Allston. 
Additionally, in speaking with Nick, the owner of a real estate company that has been 
based in Allston for the past 15 years, I asked him to tell me about a “typical client,” to 
which he responded by describing student clients. While he explained that his company, 
and him in particular, work with non-students and sales, rather than rentals, his discussion 
of a typical client revolved around students, suggesting that he, along with other real 
estate agents, view students as their “bread and butter” (Ronnie, real estate agent) and 
their presence in Allston as fact. Real estate agents, then, see the student presence of 
Allston and Allston as Boston’s primary student neighborhood as a matter of fact, despite 
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recent reports by the BPDA51 that Allston is actually Boston’s 3rd neighborhood for 
undergraduate residence (2nd overall for student residence, including graduate students).  
How Real Estate Agents Talk About Steering Students 
Real estate agents often describe Allston as Boston’s student neighborhood and 
thus their work in showing apartments in Allston to students as a social fact, including 
their perceived role in steering students to residential units in Allston. While some real 
estate agents are open about their perceived role in the process of steering students, others 
are hesitant to describe their behaviors as steering, but rather as reflecting what students 
want.  Real estate agents also described narratives surrounding their work with students, 
including framing their needs/wants as only being able to be met in Allston, drawing on 
narratives that frame Allston’s poor or overcrowded housing as reflective of market 
conditions, and framing living in Allston as a good deal.  
 Ronnie, who moved to Boston specifically to enter into real estate and has been 
an agent for over 10 years, was blunt in his description of steering students and young 
people to Allston. Specifically, he explained that students really do not want to live in 
Allston but that he (and presumably his colleagues) have tactics and ways in which they 
guide students to units in Allston. Ronnie stated: 
Honestly, very rarely do we get BU kids, for instance, that say I want to be 
in Allston. We guide them there other ways. They say, “We want an 8-
bedroom house or we want to be able to party in the basement.” That's 
how we get ... You very rarely get someone who calls and says I want to 
be in Allston. Almost never, to be honest.  
                                                        
51 See “Boston By the Numbers,” published by the Boston Planning and Development 
Agency. Retrieved November 2016 from 
http://www.bostonplans.org/getattachment/ff4bf0fa-64ec-4b31-a417-044460018798 
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Ronnie explained that he steers students to Allston by drawing on their housing 
preferences and economic situations and insists that these can only be accommodated in 
Allston. He continued, comparing Allston to Mission Hill and the similarity of tactics he 
engages in across the two neighborhoods: 
Rarely do we get people that say they want to be in Allston, though. It's 
funny. At Northeastern one of the main areas people live in is Mission 
Hill, but people don't call and say, “I want to be in Mission Hill.” They 
end up there because of the price or because of what they're looking for in 
terms of style of house. We know who's going to end up there, they just 
don't know it yet. You very rarely get people that are like, “I want to be in 
Allston.” That's not something you hear. You hear, “I don't want to be in 
Allston.” That's something you hear more often. (emphasis added) 
 
Here, Ronnie demonstrates that steering students to places like Allston (and Mission Hill) 
is an intentional practice that agents engage in often against the exact wishes of these 
students. He again emphasizes that what students desire in housing, such as multiple 
bedrooms for roommates, can only be met in certain areas. Importantly, by engaging in 
such practices Ronnie is not only perpetuating the narrative of Allston as a student 
neighborhood, but also actually shaping the housing market and neighborhoods of 
Boston.  
 As Ronnie indicated in our conversation, students are often in a precarious 
situation when looking for housing. Students are not a protected class included in anti-
discrimination laws, and so landlords can (and do) refuse to rent to students or knowingly 
increase rents if students are the tenants, he explained. Additionally when I asked him 
what his response would be to a student tenant who was adamant in not wanting to rent in 
Allston, he replied: 
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“I don't want to be there?” Well, honestly if they said that…If they said, “I 
want an 8 bedroom,” I probably wouldn't even call them back because 
there's a lot of people to work with, so you kind of pick and choose. If 
they say “We're looking for an 8-bedroom place or something,” which is 
rare to begin with, but then you know that's what's there for them so you 
just ... If they say they don't want to be in Allston, I'm not going to push 
them into…I'll just look for someone else to deal with. 
 
If students are not receptive to Ronnie’s strategies to steer them toward Allston, he feels 
no obligation to continue working with them to find housing and will drop them as 
clients, then.  
 Despite Ronnie’s candor, other agents were less blunt in their description of 
whether they steer students to Allston, but still relied on similar tactics, including 
insisting that students’ needs/wants can only be met in Allston. Nick, who owns a real 
estate company in Allston, was hesitant to describe the work he does as steering, but 
echoes many of the same sentiments as Ronnie: 
With real estate, there is no steering people, but when you have a client 
that says, "I want to live in Allston, but I want to be in a quiet area, in a 
quiet building." It's not that we're trying to steer them out of it. We're 
trying to put them in the right place, so that when they move in, they don't 
call us and say, "Why did you put me in this building with 40 BU 
students?" You know what I mean?...You want to help them because you 
want to guide them in the right direction. 
  
Like Ronnie, Nick frames his guidance of students as helping meet their needs/wants or 
finding the best fit for a tenant. Additionally, real estate agents claim they actively steer 
non-students away from Allston. Tucker confirms this practice: 
Honestly, if a family calls me about a place in Allston, I usually try to 
push them towards a different area. Just because I feel they wouldn't be 
happy there. Allston has become very student-driven, for better or for 
worse…Honestly, I steer working professionals away from it [Allston] 
frequently, too. There's a couple streets in Allston that I would put 
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working professionals. Those Brainerd, Walbridge areas…Just because 
that's the Green District. It's a lot more relaxed. You don't have a huge 
undergrad contingency of frat and those areas. Usually if a working 
professional calls me and is looking in Allston or Brighton, I'll sort of 
steer them towards Brighton. For their benefit. 
 
 Real estate agents claim to rely on narratives that frame Allston’s poor or 
overcrowded, yet relatively high cost, housing as reflective of market conditions. They 
explain their use of this narrative via their interactions and negotiations with parents’ of 
student tenants they work with. In speaking with Tucker about his interactions with 
parents, he explained: 
Tucker: Frequently it's just about making them understand that buildings 
in Boston are old and housing is expensive. It's very hard to get something 
with central air, stainless steel appliances, and granite countertops. If you 
have a parent who is from Georgia or something, well guess what? You 
get all of those things for like $700 a month, for a two bed or something. 
Up here, they're kind of aghast at the fact that they're paying all this 
money for something not that primo…. 
 
I had one client who I worked with him. He found a place he absolutely 
loved, and his mother wanted to check it out. She was like, "No. My son is 
not living here." Basically, we had to get the lease terminated and give 
them their money back and stuff. Sometimes there's nothing you can do, 
but a lot of it is taking the same approach that you take with clients. That 
is, "I know that your expectations are this, but here's the reality of Boston's 
rental market. This is the inventory."  
 
A lot of it is approach. If somebody calls you and they're really upset, and 
you tell them, "Tough. You signed a lease, or your son/daughter signed a 
lease. Deal with it for a year." Then they're going to call landlord or 
management, inspectional services. If you take the time to chat with them, 
most of the time they begin to understand that this is just a reality of 
renting in Boston. 
 
Other agents, including Nick and Ronnie echoed Tucker’s approach and strategy for 
interacting with parents, whose concerns involved the housing conditions in Allston 
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coupled with high rents. Emphasizing that “everything rents,” (Tucker) agents and 
landlords claim that the existing housing conditions in Allston, facilitated by market 
conditions, disincentivize landlords from making repairs and investing in their 
properties—something discussed by various agents. As Tucker explains: 
They [parents of students] can be terrified by the fact that Boston has an 
old infrastructure and cosmetically, the apartments in the area are not 
fantastically taken care of. Landlords haven't had to renovate in 30 years 
because everything rents and stuff like that. It can be problematic 
sometimes, particularly because so much of what I do is setting my clients' 
expectations. You get the parents who haven't seen anything else, they just 
know that they don't like what they see. 
 
 Real estate agents also seemingly rely on a narrative that living in Allston is a 
good deal, especially compared to the cost of living on campus or living closer to campus 
if the student attends a university located downtown.  In response to a question on why he 
shows students units in Allston, Tucker explained: 
Usually it's where they want to live. You have BC and BU, so obviously 
there's a lot of students from those areas, but you get Emerson, Suffolk. A 
lot of these students are willing to travel a little longer on the train if it 
means being in an area surrounded by their peers. Also, Allston is more 
affordable. Emerson is downtown. It's pricey, and on-campus housing is 
very pricey. If you can find something off campus in Allston, it's going to 
be a good deal compared to whatever you're paying on campus. 
 
Additionally, Ronnie perceives that landlords are aware, to some extent, of on campus 
housing costs and price their units accordingly, facilitating the perception that living in 
Allston is a good deal: 
They just ... yeah, it's the market. Honestly the market dictates ... To them 
[landlords], I don't think they print out what BU is charging every year, I 
really don't. I think the market generally guides them where they get calls 
from. They have so many brokers working for them that they get calls 
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saying, “Oh what are you getting? $5,000? I'll get you more.” But I just 
know that the way it works is the kids ask their parents, “Can I move off 
campus?” If it costed more than it would to live on campus, the parents 
would say no, where ... Some of them would, but what really pushes it is 
the fact that they're able to be like we print out the BU housing cost for the 
kids and we give it to them and…sometimes we'll show them apartments 
where we'll say, “Hey we're showing a four bedroom group,” one of the 
kids hasn't really talked to their parents. You can tell…they'll always say 
they have, but you can just tell which one is not on board. They're kind of 
like “aah…” making up a random excuse why and like, so I'll give them 
the housing cost and be like when you talk to your parents go over this it 
might make a difference. 
 
Many local Allston residents urge the local universities to house more of their students on 
campus; however, agents explain that Allston’s reputation as Boston’s student 
neighborhood is buffered and facilitated by their own framing of the cost of housing in 
the neighborhood as a good deal.  
At times, agents claim they combine these strategies of meeting students’ housing 
needs, market logic, and living in Allston is a good deal. In speaking with Nick about his 
interactions with parents, he explained: 
Nick:  They're familiar with it. It becomes somewhat of an issue between the connection 
between the parents and the students is when its parents of a client who lives in 
New York or another state where they're spending this high price tag here and 
they come here and it's a house on, you know Pratt Street that the kids love 
because the bedrooms are huge and there's a huge living room, there's a driveway. 
The parents think to themselves, "I cannot believe this is $4500 a month."  
 
Sarah:  Does that happen often?  
 
Nick:  Yeah, it happens a lot.  
 
Sarah:  How do you deal with that, since I'm sure parents come to you?  
 
Nick:  Yeah. They'll say to us, "How is this so expensive? How is it so expensive for 
what it is?" It's the market. The part of Allston where it's a lot of houses and 
students tends to be a little bit more rundown. There are certain owners that are 
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prideful of their property and they keep it very nice, but unfortunately there's a lot 
of big bedroom units, 5 beds, 4 beds, stacked up together. It's just default that 
there's going to be parties, that there's going to be a mess outside, there's going to 
be trash in the yard. It happens a lot. So that's when the parents show up and see it 
and "What is this?"  
 
Sarah:  Typically, how do you resolve that? Especially if they come to you. 
 
Nick:  Well, they'll say, "What are their options?" They can rent in a building across the 
street for another $800 and the living room's the size of my office. There's no 
driveway. Heat and hot water's included, which is great, but the bedrooms are 
tiny. They're not going to get the freedom that they have in their own apartment. 
The kids know that they... It's tough to throw a party in a building versus a house.  
 
Nick draws on both the frame of giving students what they want and explaining the living 
conditions as part of the local housing market by arguing that living in Allston is a 
relatively good deal for the space and desires of the students.  
 Real estate agents in Allston claim to steer local undergraduate students to 
residential units in Allston by emphasizing that their needs can best be met in Allston, by 
relying on market logics to explain Allston’s relatively high housing cost and low quality 
housing, and, simultaneously, framing housing in Allston as a good deal. In doing so, 
agents can perpetuate narratives of Allston as Boston’s student neighborhood, despite 
other neighborhoods’ greater number of undergraduate students. The reported increase in 
the number and percentage overall of undergraduate students living in Allston 
preliminarily suggests that agents’ steering tactics are somewhat successful.  
Students  
 It is often through social networks that undergraduates learn about Allston as a 
neighborhood and come to see it as a place to live. Upon learning about and often visiting 
Allston for social events, students move to Allston specifically because they understand it 
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to be not just convenient, but specifically an area for students. Students often point to 
commercial and retail establishments that are attractive and student-oriented and the 
general presence of young people as evidence of Allston’s student presence, and as 
facilitating their understanding of Allston as Boston’s student neighborhood. 
Additionally, by engaging in “ritual student behaviors,” such as hosting house parties, 
getting drunk, walking through the neighborhood late at night, students perpetuate the 
“Allston as young,” meaning student, neighborhood framework, especially due to the 
proximity and visibility of the GAP area52, which then informs other networks of students 
of Allston’s student-orientation. These ritual student behaviors are often discussed as rites 
of passage, including Allston Christmas, that reinforce students’ narratives about Allston.  
  It is often through friendship groups and social networks that students learn about 
Allston and come to consider it a viable place to live. Cameron, a 21-year old 
undergraduate student from the Boston suburbs, explained his earliest experience with 
Allston: “My friend's older brother, who was kind of cool, lived here.” He went on to tell 
me about his father who frequented Allston bars during his own college years. Jenny, a 
20-year old undergraduate student, told me that she had been coming to Allston since her 
freshman year, even though she technically lived on campus, because her boyfriend lives 
in Allston. After meeting her boyfriend and consistently visiting him, Jenny decided to 
move into the apartment he shared with roommates. Similarly, Ted, an architectural 
student explained his move:  “I moved out here because a good friend of mine was living 
here at the time and it was time to move. It ended up, I was like "Yeah, yeah, I'll come 
                                                        
52 “The GAP” is the nickname for the area in Allston near/around Gardner, Ashford, and 
Pratt streets. It is in the heart of Allston and just west of Boston University.  
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live with you." Social networks, then, not only expose students to Allston as a 
neighborhood, both as a social/nighttime destination and as a place to live, but also 
facilitate their moves to Allston. How students found their current residences was mixed, 
with some, like Jenny and Ted, utilizing their social networks to find places to live. 
Others, however, described working with real estate agents to find a place to live. 
Importantly, however students find a place to live in Allston, it is these social networks 
that create Allston as a possible neighborhood in which to live and, as will be discussed 
below, a neighborhood that looks a lot like them (e.g., populated by students).  
Once students have moved to Allston, their understanding of Allston as a student 
neighborhood is strengthened in their interactions with neighbors and the 
commercial/retail landscape with which they engage, especially if these interactions 
become almost ritual-like or rooted in student identity. Cameron described many of his 
past and current neighbors who he knows, all of whom were or currently are 
undergraduate students: 
Cameron:  I know the neighbors that live ... I know these girls that live below us. I only 
know one of them, Vicky. She's my friend. I forget her roommates’ friends. 
They have a really cute dog, Asparagus, that they let us play with. 
 
Sarah: Asparagus. That's cute. Are they students, as well? 
 
Cameron:  Yeah. 
 
Sarah: What about in your first house? Did you know any of the neighbors around 
that house? 
 
Cameron:  Yeah, the guys that we shared a wall with. 
 
Sarah: It was kind of like a ... 
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Cameron:  Yeah, it was kind of like a ... I don't know what you'd describe that, yeah. It 
was like this was the house. It was split. This was ours. This was theirs. These 
guys, they were all Berklee dropouts doing their own thing. They would 
always have house shows and art shows and they'd have us over. Then the 
girls that we shared a driveway with [are] on the field hockey team. 
 
Sarah: At BU? 
 
Cameron:  Yeah. Then my roommate had his frat down the street that I didn't know. 
 
Sarah: Sounds like you know your immediate neighbors? 
 
Cameron:  We knew our immediate neighbors, yeah. These other kids up the street, we 
knew. 
 
Sarah: Do you have any sense of who else lives around you? You may not know your 
neighbors or interacted with them but you have a sense? 
 
Cameron:  Yeah, and our building is all college kids. 
  
Jenny, too, went into great detail about her neighbors, four men who recently graduated 
from Berklee. She described the weekly barbeques she and her boyfriend host that attract 
the young men from downstairs and other neighbors. Her boyfriend initially met the men 
because they were practicing musical instruments and he approached them out of a 
shared interest. Kendell, a senior in college, did not know his neighbors intimately, but 
was able to not only identify them as undergraduates, but also knew that they are fine arts 
majors, indicating some familiarity. That students live primarily surrounded by current 
and/or recently graduated undergraduate students informs their understanding of Allston 
as a student neighborhood53.  
                                                        
53 While Allston has residents that are not students, and students did acknowledge their 
older, non-student neighbors, the neighbors with whom they interact regularly (and 
presumably shape their understanding of Allston) are current or recently graduated 
undergraduate students. 
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 Additionally, the commercial and retail establishments that students frequent and 
are most visible in the neighborhood further reinforce Allston’s student narrative. While 
all of my respondents spoke directly about Allston’s restaurant scene and the bars and 
nightlife, students specifically discussed certain establishments whose targeted clientele 
are often students.  When I asked Cameron why he has stayed in Allston, he replied:  
There's a lot of things to do. It's exciting. There's a ton of fun stuff. I live 
right near, right across the street from Wonderbar. You know, all the stuff 
like Wonderbar, TITS54, Patron's, all those places are right there. 
 
The commercial establishments specifically cited by Cameron target and are very popular 
among students and young people. Wonderbar regularly promotes itself via Instagram, 
posting upwards of 100 photos of young people from a single night. Tavern In the Square 
regularly turns one half of its space into a dance floor and Patron’s promotes free pool on 
certain nights. Jenny, too, pointed to bars in Allston and specifically linked the presence 
of bars to a “younger” feeling in Allston:  
I feel the places here, like Angora Café, even though that's a little more.... 
Angora Café, Anthony's, Refuge, those seem more college age-y. 20, 30 
year old to me, instead of adult-y. I'm not really sure how to explain the 
vibe that those give. There's a lot of bars in this area too. The bars make it 
seem like a younger place. 
 
In addition to the presence of neighbors who are young, often undergraduate students, the 
presence and patronizing of local commercial establishments, such as bars, that cater to 
students and young people, perpetuate the cultural understanding and narrative of Allston 
                                                        
54 TITS is the abbreviated name for Tavern In the Square that is very popular among 
students in Allston. The line to get in on a weekend night stretches around the block.  
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as a student area. Indeed, the proximity to establishments these students already frequent 
was a positive factor in their decisions to move to Allston.  
 Closely related to the presence of student-oriented commercial establishments are 
what could be called “student behaviors55,” often nuisances and annoyances experienced 
by non-student neighbors, such as house parties, loud behavior, drunk people, and trash. 
Nearly all of the people I interviewed specifically discussed the presence of bars in 
Allston and the resulting student behaviors in the neighborhood. While not every 
respondent had a negative response to such behaviors, all acknowledged their presence. 
Cameron described in detail the house parties he and his roommates previously had at 
their house, which had been soundproofed to prevent neighbor complaints. He also 
described tactics the local police used to break up house parties and arrest drunk people. 
Despite not frequenting parties in Allston, Jenny still understood that people perceive 
Allston to be a party neighborhood: 
I definitely feel like Allston has a reputation for rats, but then the other 
things that come to mind are parties. I think Allston has a reputation of 
rats and parties, which are true, but there's definitely I feel like more to ... 
Sometimes this strip, because this is the gap. This is pretty party central, 
and when the nice weather is out, but I haven't thought it was that bad. We 
had that fiasco with the shooting a month ago I could see through my 
window… Because it's right there. I was standing and saw ambulances 
and everything. Yeah, I wouldn't even really say it's that bad of a party 
city town. The frat house, I don't really know what they are. Might as well 
be a frat house. There's a ton, there's like 30 guys it seems like live in that 
house that I see out my window. They're loud sometimes, but I never hear 
the bumping mu- ... 
 
                                                        
55 While certainly non-students can/do engage in such behaviors, the wider neighborhood 
(as evidenced at local civic meetings) specifically locates these behaviors as emanating 
from students and their social activities.  
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So while Jenny herself does not necessarily perceive Allston to be “that bad” of a party 
destination, she knows that other people do. Kendall echoed Jenny’s perspective in 
discussing what his friends who live in Fenway think of Allston, acknowledging that 
others see Allston as a party neighborhood and that attending parties is what initially 
brought him to Allston. Additionally, Kendall, in discussing how strong the student 
presence in Allston is, stated: 
Sarah: Does it ever feel like a dorm kind of but just off campus? 
 
Kendall: Sometimes a little bit yeah. When they have parties and stuff, will have beer 
pong out on the quad. It's a little like okay, it's like calm down. Sometimes it 
feels like that.  
 
House parties, whether students frequent them or not, perpetuate the narrative that 
Allston is a student neighborhood both for those outside the neighborhood, but also 
students themselves and other residents of Allston. Perhaps due to their visibility and/or 
noise, house parties and the presence of young people on sidewalks and in yards late at 
night encapsulate “student behavior” that some residents find problematic and some 
students find appealing. Observing and/or participating in these behaviors furthers the 
narrative or understanding that Allston is a student neighborhood.  
 Students learn about Allston as a neighborhood and potential place to live through 
social networks often at their universities and by attending various social and cultural 
events. Once in Allston, Allston’s student narrative is perpetuated and reinforced by 
interactions with student-neighbors, commercial/retail establishments that cater to 
students, and through engaging in and accepting “student behaviors.”  The perpetuation 
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of Allston’s student narrative by students themselves then facilitates the potential in-
movement of students, via social networks and real estate agents.  
Allston Christmas as Neighborhood Ritual  
September 1st of each year is the biggest moving day in Boston as renters enter 
into new leases in new apartments.  The concentration of moves on this day is perhaps 
due to the number of universities in Boston, which begin fall classes around this date, and 
to the number of residential rental units in the area56. The concentration and visibility of 
moves on September 1 is particularly evident in Allston due to its even greater renter 
occupancy, at 87%, and notoriety as Boston’s student neighborhood. In the days leading 
up to September 1, moving trucks line the major thoroughfares in Allston and the 
sidewalks increasingly are littered with old couches, lamps, discarded dressers, and boxes 
of used kitchen utensils. The real estate agents I spoke with often worked with non-
students and other renters/buyers who did not move on September 1st (many by choice); 
however, all the agents I spoke with discussed the busyness of September 1st and the 
necessity of working with those who do move on September 1st. In fact, the agents 
identified a type of seasonality to the real estate market, with student rentals and 
apartment showings being an expressly busy time for them. The timeframe during which 
agents show student/September 1st movers potential apartments and new leases are signed 
begins as early as October (for the following September) and subsides by early spring. 
September 1st is referred to as “Allston Christmas” because of the high turnover in rental 
                                                        
56 According to the U.S. Census, as of 2010, Boston is 66% renter occupied, which is 
similar to renter occupancy rates of other major U.S. cities, such as New York and San 
Francisco; however, real estate agents, in particular, emphasize that the concentration of 
moves by renters on Sept. 1 is unique to Boston and especially Allston.  
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units often occupied by students who discard old or used furniture and other household 
items on the sidewalks. These items are sometimes taken and used by other residents in 
the neighborhood—thus a source of free “presents” and hence the nickname.   
Students and renters, along with local politicians, including the Allston Brighton 
City Councilor and State Representatives, police, representatives from various civic 
organizations, and local businesses engage in the ritual of Allston Christmas, both 
embracing it while also criticizing it. By engaging in this ritual, these local actors 
perpetuate Allston’s student narrative through both physical movement and cultural and 
symbolic practices. On September 1, 2016, I volunteered with a local housing 
organization to help pass out information to movers and renters that would help inform 
them of their rights and responsibilities as renters and to place stickers on mattresses, 
couches, and other cloth-based items warning of the possibility of bedbugs. That morning 
I met with my informant at the organization (Dave) along with three aides for local 
politicians and we set out at around 9am to hand out information. While most tenants 
were not actively moving at this time of day, we still engaged with a few movers 
(students) and a few parents. Boston’s Inspectional Services Department (ISD) set up a 
tent along Brighton Ave., a prominent street in Allston, where several police officers, an 
officer from ISD, and the local representative from the mayor’s office provided 
information. There were a variety of flyers and pamphlets available, including 
information on how to spot crimes that are happening (“if you see someone on lookout in 
a front yard”), what to do if someone drinks too much alcohol (this one is from BU and 
provides information on substance abuse and who to contact in case of an overdose; it is a 
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magnet), how students should interact with the police, especially if the police are called 
to break up a party (“you should be as cooperative as possible”), and ways to be more 
“green.” There were also subway maps, information about bed bugs, and basic 
information about tenants’ rights and responsibilities. 
The local city councilor provided t-shirts to his aides, emblazoned with his name, 
specifically for them to wear while walking around during Allston Christmas. The city 
councilor is not the only local politician who was present at Allston Christmas and, in 
fact, a press conference was scheduled among the local politicians and local/city services. 
The presence of such groups in Allston was criticized by some due to their perceived 
sporadic or insincere presence. However, the presence of local organizations, politicians, 
and other city officials, while framed as sporadic, perpetuates the narrative of Allston as a 
student area precisely by bringing attention, in some cases positive attention, to Allston 
Christmas. From my field notes:  
 
After people talk for a while, Dave says we should all head back towards 
the offices because there is going to be a press conference. Slowly we all 
walk back towards the housing organization offices where there are 
several news media outlets set up with cameras and a few reporters. The 
head(s) of ISD and other organizations speak to the media. Dave informs 
me that at some point they’ll do a walk through of the neighborhood and 
talk to people while cameras are watching, but that the ISD and 
neighborhood services won’t be back in the neighborhood until this time 
next year. Dave seems irritated by this fact, but also a bit resigned to this 
situation as matter-of-fact.    
 
As Dave predicts, members of neighborhood services and ISD walk down 
Pratt St., putting bedbug stickers on mattresses and couches that just an 
hour ago Dave had put stickers on when we first passed down the street. 
Dave points this out to me, indicating, again, that they are merely doing 
this for the cameras. Dave specifically points to one ISD worker who 
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places a bedbug sticker on a wooden dresser, halfway laughing, halfway 
frustrated/irritated.  
 
The group of inspectors, now joined by the police officers, slowly walk 
down Pratt St., talking to whomever they come across. We get to a curve 
in the road and suddenly there is a bunch of commotion and I overhear 
people saying something about someone riding a mattress (“he’s being 
pulled on a mattress…”). I try to see what is happening, but my view is 
blocked by trucks and cars. The group moves quickly toward this 
commotion, where I notice a small group of young people on the left side 
of the street (approximately 46 Pratt St.). There is a young (20ish) white 
man dressed as Santa Claus and the Allston district police sergeant moves 
very quickly toward the young man. I sense that the officer is not happy 
and that the young man will be scolded, especially as the cameras and 
media are around. I watch as the sergeant approaches the young man, but I 
cannot hear what they are saying. They speak briefly and then the sergeant 
turns, puts an arm around the young man, and the two pose for a picture 
for the media. I later find out (through Twitter and other social media) that 
the guy dressed as Santa had been pulled by a moving truck while sitting 
on a mattress—an Allston Christmas sleigh ride of sorts.  
 
We continue walking down Pratt St., and I notice a reporter and 
photographer stop and speak with a woman whose son is moving into a 
house on Pratt St. She and the father are unloading an SUV, while the son 
comes in and out of the house. I cannot hear exactly what she is saying, 
but the woman is not happy with the conditions of the house her son is 
moving into. I also overhear her say that she is originally from the Boston 
area. She tries to get her son to speak with the reporter, but he does not 
seem interested in doing so. 
 
While local politicians, civic groups, organizations, and the police are often critical of the 
September 1st moving day, as indicated above, they also embrace the “holiday” as a 
means of promoting their organization or office, political campaigning, generating 
positive press coverage, and as a ritual or rite of passage. Indeed, a local grocery store 
also embraced Allston Christmas to promote their store by having people dressed as 
Christmas carolers walk the streets of Allston, stopping and singing to passersby, and by 
giving out free fruit and water to movers. In particular, the police sergeant discussed 
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above addressed local longtime residents’ concerns about September 1st moving day at 
local civic meetings with austerity and concern, a far different affect than while he was 
taking a photo with the young man dressed as Santa being pulled down the street on a 
mattress.  
 Indeed, in some ways, Allston residents/actors have embraced its student narrative 
through the celebration of Allston Christmas. For two years in a row (2016 and 2017) 
there have been “Allston’s Awesome Christmas” events in the neighborhood that have 
involved a small music festival, bands playing at local bars, comedy shows, and a street 
fair. Interestingly, at the music festival that was part of the 2016 Allston’s Awesome 
Christmas, many of the attendees were not college-aged and the headlining musical act 
(Juliana Hatfield) arguably reached the apex of her career during the 1990s, seemingly 
attracting a slightly older population than census data for Allston would suggest. This 
was confirmed by the presence of children and in conversation with attendees, who 
indicated they came from outside the neighborhood to attend the music festival. Other 
related events, however, were attended by residents and/or younger people. The embrace 
of Allston Christmas in these various ways celebrates a physical and cultural/symbolic 
ritual movement throughout the neighborhood that emphasizes Allston as a student-
oriented neighborhood. For some, this may involve putting a positive spin on an 
otherwise invasive ritual; for others, Allston Christmas is a day of excitement and 
newness. Importantly, by both engaging in this ritual movement (even if renters do not 
have a choice) and celebrating it, local actors are perpetuating Allston’s identity as a 
student neighborhood, particularly through the visibility of students and young people on 
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moving day. Whether local actors embrace or criticize Allston Christmas, many are 
resigned to its inevitability in Allston. Allston Christmas is so entrenched in Allston that 
local businesses, such as Refuge Café, are forced to close early because all but one staff 
member was moving on that day. 
Allston Christmas as Gentrification Deterrent 
Allston Christmas is considered a rite of passage for many and is even approached 
with a playful attitude, while local civic organizations and the city frame Allston 
Christmas as potentially hazardous due to the presence of bed bugs and general chaos of 
many moving trucks maneuvering the streets. However, it also functions to deter further 
upscaling or gentrification. The visibility of trash and discarded furniture, coupled with 
the declining housing stock, has deterred the gentrification or further upscaling of Allston 
because it presents an image of Allston an not amenable to middle and/or upper class 
tastes. Specifically, Allston Christmas makes visible to those within and outside the 
neighborhood the declining housing stock, the presence of trash, the student presence, 
and the ritual movement or transience of Allston. Additionally, the constant ebb and flow 
of residents is a deterrent to gentrification because gentrification requires relative stability 
of residents to do things like create new organizations that advocate for the 
neighborhood, invest in relatively long-term upscaling, and to buy, rather than rent, 
property. Finally, it is hard to imagine the images presented below as representing 
“authentic urbanism” (Lloyd, 2006) in ways that have previously ushered in 
gentrification.  
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Allston Christmas, as stated earlier, refers to the abundance of “free gifts” by way 
of discarded furniture and other items. However, much of these discarded items are not of 
durable quality, have been used and re-used many times, and are not in good condition. 
At times the abundance of discarded items on the sidewalks physically impedes one’s 
ability to walk. From my field notes on September 1, 2016:  
I walk down Harvard Ave. toward Cambridge St. and then turn right on 
Cambridge. I then turn left on Linden and see the sidewalk covered in 
trash and furniture, to the point it is difficult to walk down the sidewalk. I 
am maneuvering around the discarded items: furniture, clothing, toiletries, 
books, lamps, and general junk while there is a line of traffic backed up 
down Linden going past Pratt (as far as I can see right now). I am walking 
the opposite direction of the flow of traffic and notice a trash truck coming 
closer. As the trash truck is stuck in traffic, the two men take pictures of 
the sidewalks on Linden St. I see them taking pictures and smile. The 
driver sees me and says, “And we’re supposed to pick all of this up 
today?! They want us to pick all of this up today?! It’s covering the 
sidewalk!!” he says, jovial and slightly exasperated but in a generally 
affable mood. I laugh and tell them they’re the real heroes today and the 
two men smile and laugh heartily before moving along in traffic. We wave 
to each other as they pass. I turn right on Farrington, and then go back up 
Highgate St. (parallel to Linden) and another, different trash truck is 
picking up various items on Highgate St. and has caused traffic to stop on 
the street. I go up Highgate to Cambridge and take a left on Cambridge 
and then take a left on Harvard Ave. Trash trucks move up and down the 
streets, beginning to pick up the, at times overwhelming amounts of trash 
and furniture. 
 
See Images 1–2 for images of Linden St. in 2016 and Kelton St. in 2017 on Allston 
Christmas. The presence of trash and discarded items strewn on the sidewalks is coupled 
with images of a declining housing stock, often referencing houses that have experienced 
fires and have not been repaired (see Image 3; Linden St. adjacent to the earlier image of 
Linden St.).  
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Image 1. Linden Street, Allston Christmas, 2016
 
Photo by Sarah Hosman  
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Image 2. Kelton Street, Allston Christmas, 2017 
 
Photo by Sarah Hosman  
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Image 3. Remnants of a Triple-Decker that Suffered a Fire in June 2016, Linden Street 
(picture taken on Allston Christmas 2016) 
 
Photo by Sarah Hosman  
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Additionally, Allston Christmas highlights the presence and density of students in 
the neighborhood through the increased visibility of this population throughout the 
weekend and the noticeable change in local business patronage, especially bars. Local 
civic groups begin “preparing” for Allston Christmas as early as July, urging local police 
to develop plans to address excessive trash, illegally-parked moving trucks, and the 
impending increase in house parties and drunk behavior by students. This annual 
disturbance, in the form of a neighborhood overhaul of residents, also represents and 
signals to potential residents the instability of Allston. While several major U.S. cities 
have rental occupancy rates similar to that of Boston, Allston’s renter occupancy is 
greater than Boston, but also the movement in and out of rental units is concentrated on 
one day. The increased visibility of Allston’s instability via Allston Christmas is a 
deterrent for gentrification in that gentrification often requires a certain amount of 
residential stability, especially tenancy lengthy enough to establish neighborhood 
organizations and engage in residential upscaling and investment (Clay, 1983; Kerstein, 
1990).   
Role of Institutions and Housing Markets 
 Allston’s location near three major universities, and the growth of these 
universities, has shaped narratives surrounding Allston’s identity as a student 
neighborhood by providing the student population. Students often refer to areas of 
Allston as “BU West,” and cite the proximity to the university they attend as an 
influential factor in their continued residence in Allston.  Students also explained the 
desire to live off campus as being rooted in feeling more “adult,” and having increased 
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freedom off campus. Additionally, students continually told me that living off campus 
was not just more desirable, but cheaper, than living on campus. For example, Boston 
University’s most recent estimates of on campus living, including room and a meal plan 
(which appears to be required) are $15,270 a year57 for a standard, dorm-style room. 
Housing at BU is for 9-month terms, meaning this room would cost a student around 
$1696 per month. According to the 2016 American Community Survey, the median cost 
of rent for a one-bedroom apartment in Allston is $1393, two bedroom is $1742, and 
three bedroom is $2249. Even if a BU student choses to live alone (none of the students I 
interviewed lived alone), the monthly cost of housing is cheaper than living on-campus, 
and becomes even cheaper when rent is split among multiple people.  
Indeed, many Bike People and lifers often pointed to the role of local universities 
in perpetuating what they described as an “unstable” housing market in Allston. At local 
civic meetings, attendees specifically argued that the onus is on the universities to house 
more of their students and that universities ought to decrease the cost of on-campus 
housing. These residents argued that because universities do not house 100% of their 
students on campus, they essentially “push” them into the private housing market. 
Because investors and other owners know they can rent to students (and at higher 
monthly rates), there is little motivation for local owners to live in their units and there is 
increased motivation for absentee landlordism. Residents state that the high renter 
occupancy in Allston is directly correlated with local universities’ actions and is the 
source of neighborhood instability.   
                                                        
57 Retrieved January 7, 2018 from  http://www.bu.edu/housing/living/rates/2017-18-
academic-year/ 
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 So while the increase in the number of students living in Allston between 2015-
2017 indicates that perhaps real estate agents do engage in steering students to Allston 
and that students desire to live in Allston for a variety of reasons, local institutions, 
primarily universities, play a role in perpetuating Allston’s identity as a student 
neighborhood. As universities shape the housing market in Allston, they perpetuate this 
identity. Harvard’s recent expansion into North Allston demonstrates universities’ 
increasing physical control over development in Allston. Whether there will be a 
Commuter Rail Station in Allston is a subject of much conversation at local meetings 
and, due to the transit authority’s budget, is dependent upon local universities to fund its 
existence.   
Conclusion 
Cameron and Robert, 35 years apart in age, both described daily routines of 
striking similarity and both understand Allston to be a young, and therefore, student 
neighborhood. The daily rituals of Allston living have become memories for Robert, yet, 
these memories inform his narrative framework of Allston and orient his actions in the 
neighborhood, including business decisions and residential purchases. These interactions 
and rituals currently form the foundation of Cameron’s framing of Allston as a student 
neighborhood. Indeed, Cameron expressed an interest in moving out of Allston once he 
finished college, a decision he framed as an adult choice.  Through these ritual 
interactions, including Allston Christmas, and engaging in student behaviors in Allston, 
students develop and utilize a narrative frame that Allston is a young, but specifically, 
student-oriented neighborhood. Real estate agents understand their role in Allston as 
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being related to steering student renters to Allston, despite their own admissions that 
other types of residents express an interest in living in Allston and that Allston is not the 
most student-heavy neighborhood in Boston. Whether real estate agents understand their 
actions as steering, and despite their effectiveness in reproducing Allston as a student 
neighborhood, agents rely on a narrative that Allston is a neighborhood primarily for 
undergraduate students. The seasonality of renting in Allston, specifically, becomes a 
kind of rhythmic ritual denoting the time of year. Both real estate agents and students use 
local rituals, everyday experiences, and symbolic/cultural understandings to orient their 
actions and choices in Allston and, thereby, perpetuate Allston’s enduring narrative as a 
student neighborhood.  
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Chapter Six: Conclusion 
 
Overview 
 Allston is a hybrid neighborhood whose historical trajectory has not followed a 
clear linear path. Various neighborhood actors utilize an “Allston as young” narrative to 
discuss Allston. While some groups frame this as a decline from the past, others embrace 
Allston as a student neighborhood. Yet others have shifted their narratives about Allston 
from Allston as young, to mean student, to Allston as young, to mean young professional, 
in attempts to justify their continued presence in the neighborhood and as a claim to local 
legitimacy. Lifers emphasize Allston’s history as a white, ethnic, working class 
neighborhood; however, Allston has also historically been understood as Boston’s 
student neighborhood, as evidenced by popular media and city reports dating back to the 
1960s. Allston’s “shittiness,” closely connected to its reputation as Boston’s student 
neighborhood, and the deleterious housing conditions many residents experience, has 
been framed as the source of its legitimacy by a variety of residents and people who work 
in Allston. However, this legitimacy perpetuates neighborhood inequality in several 
ways, including the aforementioned housing conditions, but also in who are considered 
legitimate residents, what are considered legitimate neighborhood concerns, and what 
Allston’s legitimate narrative is. Allston’s hybridity has facilitated the conditions in 
which competing and distinct narratives of Allston have emerged and are deployed by 
various neighborhood actors for distinct ends, as local actors work to understand and 
orient their own presence in Allston.  
  Allston is a hybrid neighborhood that has experienced durable characteristics of 
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often conflicting forms of change, and thus, challenges literature that presumes linearity 
within urban change and the inevitability of gentrification. Additionally, the presence of 
distinct cohorts of pioneer gentrifiers over time challenges the presumption that the 
presence of this kind of gentrifier necessarily facilitates later stages of gentrification. That 
different cohorts in Allston utilize the same narrative, that of “Allston as young,” yet 
have distinct orientations and interpretations of such as narrative helps explain how 
Allston’s hybridity has mapped onto cultural understandings of place and how this 
hybridity continues to shape Allston’s future. This deployment of a narrative framework 
in distinct ways and to distinct ends, is reflective of neighborhood conditions and 
responsible for the sameness of an area, and presents a novel contribution to urban 
literature, especially literature on culture and place. While studies have examined how 
distinct cultural narratives come into tension within a single place (Small, 2004), Allston 
presents a case in which one cultural narrative is used in different ways by different 
cohorts, and how one cohort navigates their aging within a neighborhood, by adjusting 
their neighborhood narrative frame to justify and legitimize their continued residency in 
the neighborhood. 
 Allston’s narratives have persisted and guided or informed neighborhood actors’ 
decisions over time, including business decisions and decisions about residential 
investment and where to live. Allston’s hybridity, and more precisely, attempts to clarify 
this hybridity, are the context in which various neighborhood actors develop and deploy 
neighborhood narrative frames. These narratives, for some rooted in nostalgia for the 
past, clarify for neighborhood actors what kind of neighborhood Allston is, who its 
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legitimate residents are, and what types of future changes are amenable to the 
neighborhood. In calling for specific types of changes, neighborhood actors perpetuate 
broader relations of inequality and reify neighborhood attributes.   
 Chapter Two demonstrates how Allston’s narrative and reputation for being a 
student neighborhood and in decline have facilitated two distinct cohorts’ perceptions of 
Allston. These two cohorts both understand themselves to be pioneer gentrifiers in 
Allston, a neighborhood that they describe as not gentrified, but gentrifiable. They locate 
their interactions with Allston in terms of neighborhood investment, in commercial 
ventures, community involvement, and/or the vision for the future of Allston. Allston 
presents a challenge to literature on gentrification, specifically stage model theories of 
gentrification. Rather than moving along a linear path toward gentrification, Allston has 
had multiple cohorts of residents and business owners who understand their role in 
Allston as pioneers, investing in Allston in various ways. That Allston’s narrative as 
“shitty” and as Boston’s student neighborhood have persisted over time have facilitated 
the neighborhood’s limited upscaling and the ability for multiple cohorts to understand 
their actions in similar ways. 
Chapter Three demonstrates that competing neighborhood narrative frames 
deployed by two distinct resident groups contribute to tension within Allston. As lifers 
and bike people engage with each other at neighborhood civic meetings, they project 
distinct goals for Allston that reflect their distinct understandings of and narratives 
around Allston, that, for some, are rooted in a nostalgia for the past (however imagined or 
real). Lifers’ insistence that Allston is a family neighborhood primarily occupied by 
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people who drive orients their perception of appropriate neighborhood planning and 
development. This is rooted in lifers narrative that Allston as young is indicative of 
neighborhood decline. Additionally, lifers push for owner-occupancy restrictions in an 
increasingly expensive housing market, insist that residential units often have multiple 
parking spaces, which increases the cost of development and housing, and emphasize the 
necessity of “families,” indicated by the presence of children, insisting on a specific type 
of “family.”  
“Bike people,” on the contrary, emphasize the necessity for transit-oriented 
development, are less opposed to potential development projects, and emphasize the 
difficulty that younger cohorts face in purchasing residential property, especially in 
Allston’s housing market. Broadly, Bike People have demonstrated their narrative of 
Allston as young, to mean student, has shifted to Allston as young professional, allowing 
them to maintain their claim to Allston as a neighborhood and to justify past behaviors. 
Recently, neighborhood meetings have been held that emphasize “transit not traffic,” and 
bike people have been insistent on the development of the “People’s Pike.” These transit-
oriented projects are not just reflective of bike people’s perspective on Allston or the 
neighborhood’s needs, but also demonstrate attempts to control the future of Allston 
rooted in these narratives about Allston’s history and future. That lifers overwhelmingly 
own their residential units while bike people primarily rent contributes to these 
competing narratives and the neighborhood inequality that results. The case of Allston 
bolsters the literature on neighborhood narrative frames (Small, 2004) by demonstrating 
that distinct neighborhood narrative frames are rooted in one’s experience or past with a 
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neighborhood. The distinct neighborhood narrative frames of lifers and bike people 
directly inform these residents’ orientation to neighborhood change, specifically 
residential development, greenspace, parking, and owner-occupied housing. Distinct 
cohorts of residents utilize the “Allston as young” neighborhood narrative frame to, at 
times, justify and make sense of Allston’s continued student reputation and transience, 
and at other times, to legitimize a longtime tenancy as they move through the life course. 
In doing so, local actors encourage, facilitate, or deter neighborhood changes and 
investment. It is specifically within the context of Allston’s hybridity, rather than a linear 
process of decline and/or ascent, that these neighborhood narrative frames have been 
developed and deployed.  
Chapter Four points to how Allston’s reputation and the narrative perpetuated by 
various populations as being “shitty” helps orient and root the neighborhood’s legitimacy, 
as well. Often discussed as a lack of pretension or appreciation for non-gentrified areas of 
Boston, various populations point to Allston’s “shittiness” as the source of its legitimacy, 
a rite of passage for students and young people, and a source of distinction from other 
neighborhoods. Allston’s shittiness, related to its reputation for being Boston’s student 
neighborhood, is framed as a relatively safe shittiness, distinguished from other, less safe, 
neighborhoods, but also the source of Allston’s legitimacy, in its distinction from other, 
gentrified, neighborhoods. The emphasis on this shittiness being a rite of passage or an 
experience for a specific point in one’s life perpetuates both the acceptance of the 
housing conditions and relative safety of the neighborhood. Residents utilize Allston’s 
“shittiness” as a means of negotiating their own behaviors that contribute not only to 
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Allston’s decline, but also to the perception of Allston as  “shitty,” such as hosting house 
parties. This emphasis on Allston’s shittiness as the root of its legitimacy and 
meaningfulness also obscures the living conditions and exploitative housing market that 
residents maneuver. The perceived “grit” of a neighborhood can attract early gentrifiers 
(Lloyd, 2002; 2009; Zukin, 1982) and/or social preservationists (Brown-Saracino, 2004; 
2009) who, in various ways, attempt to retain the authenticity they locate in this grit or a 
neighborhood’s history. Allston residents, however, actively discussed participating in 
the behaviors that contribute to its “shittiness,” rather than ushering in upscaling that they 
later lament or attempting to preserve the neighborhood’s authenticity via oldtimers’ 
culture or history.  
Chapter Five further examines the exploitative housing market in Allston that is 
perpetuated by real estate agents and residents, including students. Despite Allston not 
being the most heavily populated neighborhood in Boston by undergraduate students, real 
estate agents and students perpetuate Allston’s young, to mean student, narrative through 
their behaviors and interactions. Agents understand their actions in steering students to 
Allston as giving students what they want, and students engage in behaviors and live in 
areas of Allston predominantly populated by students and young people, thus 
perpetuating Allston’s narrative as Boston’s student neighborhood. Agents also rely on 
market logics to explain the relatively high cost and housing conditions in Allston. 
Students engage in rituals and interactions in Allston that perpetuate their understanding 
of Allston as primarily a student neighborhood. Allston Christmas acts as a physical and 
symbolic/cultural ritual that not only marks the changing of the seasons and end of 
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summer, but also acts as a visual reminder of Allston’s student population. Both real 
estate agents and students perpetuate the narrative of Allston as Boston’s student 
neighborhood through their actions and by engaging in the rituals surrounding housing 
and movement in Allston.   
Narratives and Inequality  
Importantly, the grounding, specifically, of Allston’s legitimacy in the narratives 
of its student population, its shittiness, and the specific types of necessary change 
perpetuate inequality within Allston. By emphasizing that Allston is a specific type of 
neighborhood, various residents and neighborhood actors develop moral obligations 
around what type(s) of change (including residential development) is warranted, who are 
considered legitimate residents (and thus worthy of consideration), and what kinds of 
living conditions are acceptable. Specifically, Lifers in Allston insist that their nostalgia 
for Allston’s history as a white, ethnic, working class neighborhood is one that is more 
legitimate than that of newer and younger residents. In particular, Lifers insist on certain 
types of residential development, primarily development aimed at attracting families, 
rather than students or young professionals. To ensure such developments, Lifers often 
ask that developers include deed restrictions that require occupants to be owners, thus 
attempting to deter landlord and investor purchases. In so doing, Lifers are insisting on a 
specific type of ideal resident who can afford to purchase a house. In Boston’s 
increasingly expensive housing market, and given Allston’s bidding wars and majority 
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cash purchases58, insisting on owner occupancy is insisting that new residents be able to 
purchase a house with cash and quickly, and therefore, increasingly wealthy. 
Additionally, in focusing on parking and greenspace as crucial aspects to attract families, 
Lifers are insisting on a very specific type of family, one that excludes those without cars, 
of lesser means, and who are non-white. As Lifers utilize this narrative around Allston’s 
history and ideal future, they perpetuate relations of inequality that devalue renters, non-
“families,” and middle and lower classes. 
Pioneers  
Allston’s two cohort of pioneers, first in the 1980s and the current “bike people,” 
engaged in student behaviors and rituals described by current students, such as Allston 
Christmas, attending house parties, and daily routines. However, for both cohorts, these 
rituals and social practices have become memories and a source of nostalgia. This 
nostalgia informs their narratives of Allston as a student neighborhood and, thus, allows 
both cohorts (30+ years apart) to understand themselves as pioneers in a student 
neighborhood calling for or actually making specific types of changes. Specifically, they 
express a shift from Allston as a young, primarily student neighborhood, to a 
neighborhood of young professionals, which facilitates the development and deployment 
of nostalgia surrounding Allston. Both cohorts of pioneers reference these nostalgia 
narratives to discuss and orient interactions within Allston. Through their business 
practices, behaviors as landlords, involvement in civic organizations, and conversations, 
these pioneers, many of whom are now longtime residents, advocate for certain types of 
                                                        
58 https://www.redfin.com/blog/2015/12/homebuyer-competition-was-crazy-in-2015-
these-four-cities-had-it-especially-bad.html#.Voeol5MrIn0 accessed April 7, 2018.  
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neighborhood change, such as restaurant upscaling or transit-oriented rental development, 
that not only reflects their understanding of themselves as pioneers pushing for 
improvements, but also potentially raises the cost of housing and/or facilitates residential 
displacement in Allston. By focusing on “what works” in Allston, such as a craft beer bar 
or People’s Pike, these cohorts of pioneers reference who and what they perceive to be 
amenable to the neighborhood. The early cohort engaged in commercial upscaling and 
the current “bike people” advocate for transit and bike-oriented development, that they 
acknowledge could potentially price them out of Allston and usher in gentrification. Both 
instances involve changes to Allston that, if a part of the first stage of Allston’s 
gentrification, could potentially facilitate displacement and increasing costs. The 
existence of these two cohorts of pioneers extends literature on gentrification in two 
ways: by demonstrating that the presence of pioneer or early stage gentrifiers does not 
necessarily facilitate later stages of gentrification, and by pushing us to think about the 
presence of early stage gentrifiers in non-gentrified neighborhoods.    
Current Students 
For current students, experiences in Allston are often understood as rituals and 
rites of passage, which go on to shape their narratives and understandings of Allston. 
Paired with real estate agents’ steering (or attempts to steer) students to residential units 
in Allston, students’ experiences and subsequent narratives of Allston go on to shape the 
residential population of and broader reputation of Allston.  More specifically, agents 
facilitate the in-movement of students to Allston and students also depend on their social 
networks as a means of acquiring information about the neighborhood. Through rituals of 
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parties, nightlife, and Allston Christmas, students get confirmation that Allston is a 
student-oriented neighborhood. This narrative that students rely on justifies their 
engagement in student behaviors or rituals, steers additional students to Allston, and 
shapes the types of commercial establishments that are successful. The presence of 
students in Allston advantages landlords, especially absentee landlords, because there are 
often minimal complaints about housing conditions and landlords can charge higher rents 
than if they rented to a family. Students often have limited knowledge of their rights as 
tenants, thus further advantaging owners and landlords.  
Lifers 
For lifers, their narratives of Allston are rooted in their understanding of Allston’s 
past: as a white, working class, family neighborhood. This nostalgia narrative is coupled 
with impending changes they see in Boston, generally, but Allston, specifically. Several 
large-scale developments and real estate sales also inform their sense of change, 
specifically New Balance locating their new headquarters in neighboring Brighton and 
large residential developments in Fenway-Kenmore and other neighborhoods in Boston. 
Lifers, at times, express a fear of becoming “like downtown” and insist that Allston is not 
like the rest of Boston. Lifers, then, insist on owner-occupied housing, green space/parks, 
and parking for cars, which is rooted in their nostalgia of how Allston was (or their 
imagined memory of Allston). As a means of making sense both of the past and as 
resistance to perceived impending changes, especially the youthfulness of the 
neighborhood, lifers advocate for certain types of development and change. Importantly, 
in doing so, they are explicating who and what they see is legitimate and consistent with 
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the past. This emphasis is on the “traditional family,” indicated by the presence of 
children, owner occupancy (specifically as it establishes neighborhood stability), parking, 
and parks/greenspace. These types of development are necessarily exclusionary by means 
of social class position and family definition. Given their relatively privileged position in 
Allston, as leaders of civic groups and frequent letter-writers to political representatives, 
lifers demonstrate their ability to insist on recreating Allston in their image.  
 Taken together, these experiences of Allston demonstrate an enduring relationship 
between neighborhood narrative frames and (sense of) place in Allston. Allston 
demonstrates that narratives about a place, as well as the place itself, can and do endure 
across cohorts of residents and neighborhood actors, despite actual changes the 
neighborhood has experienced. Narratives about place, whether rooted in daily 
interactions or in one’s nostalgia for a place, not only inform actors’ orientation to a 
place, but also inform the types of changes they understand as commensurate with a 
place. For Allston this has perpetuated the validation of certain types of residents and 
neighborhood actors, and thus their ideas, over others.    
Limitations 
 Despite the broader applications that Allston, as a case, provides, this study has 
certain limitations, the primary one being that it is based on a single neighborhood. While 
many cities have student-oriented neighborhoods and neighborhoods that endure 
precisely because of the nostalgia that residents and local actors have of them, 
comparative cases would strengthen the arguments presented here.  
 Additionally, Allston is not the most student-heavy neighborhood in Boston, as 
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demonstrated by recent reports by the BPDA. While Allston’s reputation as such lends 
credence to the role of narrative frames and nostalgia narratives in shaping broader 
understandings of the neighborhood and students’ knowledge of Allston as a potential 
place to live, given the limitations of quantitative data on students’ residence in Boston, it 
is difficult to know whether and to what extent these narratives are rooted in more recent 
actions and how historically-rooted they are.  
Future Research 
 Future research should examine similar neighborhoods to identify the extent to 
which narratives around student-oriented neighborhoods perpetuate their actuality. 
Additionally, examining the role in the housing crisis of 2008 and its impact on 
neighborhoods like Allston that are predominantly renter-occupied could further 
illuminate local relationships in regards to housing.  
 Additionally, given Allston’s competitive housing market in which the majority 
of sales were cash sales, the highest for any neighborhood in the country in 201559, 
indicating, perhaps, the role of investors in purchasing property, it would be prudent to 
examine the role of investors in housing markets like Allston. Given Allston’s student 
population, in particular, examining the role investors (who could be absentee landlords) 
play in perpetuating the housing market and conditions would broaden understandings of 
how neighborhood and understandings of neighborhoods persist.
                                                        
59 https://www.redfin.com/blog/2015/12/homebuyer-competition-was-crazy-in-2015-
these-four-cities-had-it-especially-bad.html#.Voeol5MrIn0 
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APPENDIX INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS  
 
Interview Protocol: Long Time Residents 
Length of Residence/ Demographic Info 
1. How long have you lived in Allston/Brighton? Age? 
If moved to Allston/Brighton: 
a. When did you move here? 
b. What prompted your move here?  
c. Why did you stay?  
2. Do you own your home or rent? 
a. What type of home? Apartment, condo, single family home?  
b. If they bought—why did you decide to buy in Allston specifically? 
3. Do you work in the neighborhood? Where do you work?  
a. If so: is that why you live in the neighborhood also?  
b. If not: Why do you live in Allston/Brighton?  
4. What are your neighbors like?  
a. Do you know many of your neighbors? Which ones?  
b. Have your neighbors changed over the years or not? If they have changed, 
how would you describe the changes? 
5. Where do most of your friends live? Family? 
a. if in Allston/Brighton: is this a reason for your living in the neighborhood? 
b. If outside of A/B: does this make it difficult to see friends/family?  
6. Where do you go in Allston/Brighton on a typical Tuesday? Saturday? Sunday? 
a. Where do you do your grocery shopping?  
b. Where do you go out to eat or out for a drink?  
Perceptions of the Neighborhood 
7. What do you like and dislike about living in Allston? About Allston in general? 
What are your general thoughts about Allston/Brighton? 
8. How would you describe Allston to someone new to Boston?  
a. Would you recommend that they move here? Would this depend on who 
they are/specific factors? (age, student status, etc.) 
b. Who would you be most likely to suggest move here?  
9. What are your general thoughts about Allston/Brighton? 
a. What kind of neighborhood is Allston?  
b. Have your perceptions of Allston changed at all since you’ve lived here?  
10. How would you describe a typical resident of Allston?  
11. How did you first hear about Allston as a potential neighborhood to live in? 
a. Friend? University? Real estate agent?  
12. Had you heard anything about Allston prior to moving here? If so, what had you 
heard? 
13. Are there stereotypes of Allston? 
14. Have you thought about moving? 
a. If No: Why not?  
      If yes: 
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b. where would you move?  
c. Why would you move?  
15. What was the neighborhood like when you first moved here/when you were 
young?  
16. Are things better or worse around here than they used to be?  
If asked for clarification: 
 Better or worse than when you moved here? 
 Better or worse than when you were young? 
17. How do other people see Allston?  
a. How do your friends/family who do not live in Allston view Allston? 
Historical 
18. Describe to me a brief timeline of the neighborhood as you’ve experienced it.  
19. Can you describe some of the changes to the neighborhood you’ve seen over the 
years?  
20. What has stayed the same?  
21. What’s your most vivid memory of Allston? 
22. What has been the most important event in Allston’s history? 
23. What has been the biggest obstacle the neighborhood has overcome?  
24. How would you characterize your experience living in Allston? 
25. How did you find the place you’re currently living in?  
a. REA? Friend?  
26. Barry’s Corner/BRA—do you remember any of the events surrounding Barry’s 
Corner? 
a. If so—what do you remember? 
b. How did the event shape your life in Allston? 
c. How did the event shape Allston? Allston’s relationship with the BRA? 
Allston’s relationship with other city entities (e.g., Harvard)?  
27. Auto industry—do you have any memory of the auto mile?  
a. Do you remember BU buying up these buildings? 
b. How do you think this shaped Allston?  
28. To your knowledge, who or what have been the most important sources of change 
in Allston? Important figures in Allston’s history? 
Student Population 
29. Allston is typically known as a student area. Has it always been this way?  
30. As a longtime resident of Allston, what has your experience and relationship with 
local students been like?  
31. Have there ever been tensions between longtime residents, such as yourself, and 
students or the local universities?  
Current Changes 
32. Have you noticed changes to Allston lately?  
a. if yes: what do you think of these changes?  
b. If no: why do you think it has stayed the same? 
c. How will these changes affect Allston?  
d. What do these changes represent to you?   
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33. On Comm Ave, there’s a new grocery store called “The Bees Knees.” What do 
you think of this new shop replacing The Joshua Tree?  
a. What about the Starbucks that opened next door?  
b. What do you think about The Green District?  
 
 
Interview Protocol: Potential Homeowners 
Why Allston? 
1. Do you live in Allston currently?  
a. If yes—for how long? When did you first move to Allston? (as a student, 
newcomer to Boston, etc.?) 
b. If no—what city/neighborhood do you live in currently?  
2. Why are you looking for a home in Allston?  
a. If yes to 1, what is it about having lived in Allston already that motivated 
you to buy here?  
i. What has your experience been like living in Allston?  
 
b. If they do not currently live in Allston—press for specifics on what 
motivated them to specifically look in Allston: 
i. What do you know about Allston?  
ii. How did you learn about Allston?  
iii. When did Allston become the neighborhood you decided you want 
to buy in?  
iv. Was it an economic decision? Proximity to important 
people/places?  
3. What type of place do you want to buy? Are you looking for a single-family 
house, condo, triple decker?  
4. What do your family/friends think of your choice to buy in Allston? 
Perception 
5. What do you like and dislike about Allston? What are your general thoughts about 
Allston/Brighton? 
6. How would you describe Allston to someone new to Boston?  
a. Would you recommend that they move here? Would this depend on who 
they are/specific factors? (age, student status, etc.) 
b. Who would you be most likely to suggest move here?  
7. What are your general thoughts about Allston/Brighton? 
a. What kind of neighborhood is Allston?  
b. Have your perceptions of Allston changed at all since you’ve lived here?  
8. How would you describe a typical resident of Allston?  
9. How did you first hear about Allston as a potential neighborhood to live in? 
a. Friend? University? Real estate agent?  
10. Had you heard anything about Allston prior to moving here? If so, what had you 
heard? 
11. Are there stereotypes of Allston? 
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12. Allston is known as a student neighborhood. Has that perception/reputation 
influenced your choice to look in Allston?  
Gatekeeping/ Help locating places to live 
13. Who has helped you look for houses, condos, apartments in Allston?  
14. What has been your experience looking for homes in Allston?  
15. What part of Allston most appeals to you and your decision to move?  
16. Who has helped you locate potential places to buy? 
a. Have you utilized real estate companies? 
b. If so, how have they helped you? Where have they shown you properties? 
c. Has the ABCDC helped you in any way?  
d. If so, how?  
17. Have you faced any difficulties in finding properties in Allston?  
18. If you cannot or do not end up buying a place in Allston, what other 
neighborhoods might your look to buy in?  
 
 
Interview Protocol: Students 
 
Length of Residence/ Demographic Info 
1. How long have you lived in Allston/Brighton? Age? 
If moved to Allston/Brighton: 
a. When did you move here? 
b. Why do you live in Allston? 
c. What prompted your move here?  
d. Why did you stay?  
e. When do you plan to move out of Allston?  
2. Do you live alone or with roommates? (if roommates—friends or random?) 
3. Where in Allston do you live? Why did you choose that specific area? 
4. Approximately how close is your school to Allston/your house?  
a. Do you primarily live in Allston for convenience? 
5. Where do most of your friends live? 
a. if in Allston/Brighton: is this a reason for your living in the neighborhood? 
b. What do your friends in Allston think of Allston? Like it? Hate it? Why?  
c. If outside of A/B: does this make it difficult to see friends? 
d. What do your friends who do not live in Allston think of Allston?  
e. What do your parents think of you living in Allston?  
f. How often do your friends come to Allston? Ones that do not live in the 
neighborhood? Why do they come to Allston? (parties? Bars? Shopping? 
Eating?) 
6. What are your neighbors like? 
a.  Do you know many of your neighbors? Which ones?  
b. Who mostly lives around you? In your building? On your block?  
7. Where do you go in Allston/Brighton on a typical Tuesday? Saturday? Sunday? 
a. Where do you do your grocery shopping?  
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b. Where do you go out to eat or out for a drink?  
c. What places in Allston do you frequent most often? Why?  
Perceptions of the Neighborhood 
8. What do you like and dislike about living in Allston?  
9. How would you describe Allston to someone new to Boston?  
a. Would you recommend that they move here? Would this depend on who 
they are/specific factors? (age, student status, etc.) 
b. Who would you be most likely to suggest move here?  
10. What are your general thoughts about Allston/Brighton? 
a. What kind of neighborhood is Allston?  
b. Have your perceptions of Allston changed at all since you’ve lived here?  
11. How did you first hear about Allston as a potential neighborhood to live in? 
a. Friend? University? Real estate agent?  
12. Had you heard anything about Allston prior to moving here? If so, what had you 
heard? 
13. Are there stereotypes of Allston? 
a. If so, how do they fit with your experience of Allston?  
14. Have you thought about moving? 
a. If No: Why not?  
      If yes: 
b. where would you move?  
c. Why would you move?  
15. Has Allston changed since you moved here? 
16.  How would you characterize your experience living in Allston?  
17. Do you see Allston as a place where you might live after graduation or look to 
buy a place?  
a. Why/why not?  
18. If you could live in any neighborhood in Boston, which one would you choose? 
a. Why? 
19. How would you describe your ideal neighborhood?  
a. In what ways is Allston like this? 
b. In what ways is Allston not like this?  
20. Do you know anyone who has lived in Allston for a long time?  
a. How long? 
b. Why have they stayed?  
21. Do you ever go to Lower Allston?  
22. How did you find the place you’re currently living in?  
a. Referral from friend? REA?  
23. Are you registered to vote in Allston? (where are you registered to vote?) 
24. Do you participate in any local organizations or events?  
a. Community organizations? 
b. Arts? Music? Publishing? 
c. If so—how did you get involved with these organizations?  
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25. How would you characterize the majority of Allston residents? How would you 
describe a typical resident? (students, longtime residents, etc.) 
 
 
Interview Protocol: Real Estate Agents (REA) 
1. How long have you worked as a REA? Do you enjoy your job?  
2. Why did you become a REA? 
a. How did you get into the business? 
b. Is this a temporary job or something you hope to build into a career? 
3. What are your primary duties? 
4. Why do you work in Allston? 
5. Do you live in Allston?  
a. If not, where do you live?  
6. Describe the typical process of how you choose apartments to show a client.  
a. Where do you most often show apartments/condos/houses? Are there 
distinct areas in which you show apartments, but not condos or houses, 
etc?   
b. Are there distinct sub-areas of Allston?  
c. How often do you show students houses/apartments in Allston?  
d. Why do you show students units in Allston?  
e. Do students/parents specifically ask to see units in Allston?  
i. Has this changed at all since you’ve worked here?  
f. About what percentage of your clients are students?  
i. Undergrad v. grad?  
g. Do you ever show apartments/houses in other parts of the city?  
i. If yes: What parts? What types of clients?  
h. Do landlords you deal with typically live in the area or out of 
town/state/country?  
7. Describe a typical client you work with. How would you characterize the majority 
of clients you personally help? 
Can you provide a rough estimate of number of rentals v. sales you do?  
a. If you had to estimate, how many student rentals do you do in a given 
year? Month?  
b. Do you often deal with parents of students?  
c. Have you had clients looking to buy in Allston? What type of dwelling 
were they looking to buy (apt, condo, single-family home)?  
d. Were you able to help them? If so, where did they buy? (within Allston) 
e. If not, what did you tell them? What was the reason you could not help 
them find a place to purchase?  
8. Tell me about an instance in which you had a client who you did not think should 
move to Allston or where you did not think Allston would be the best fit for a 
neighborhood.  
a. Why didn’t you think Allston would be a good fit?  
b. How did you help this client?  
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Perception 
9. How would you describe Allston to someone who has never been there?  
a. What kind of neighborhood is Allston? 
10. What would be the most important thing for someone to know if they are moving 
to Allston?  
11. What do you think of Allston compared to other Boston neighborhoods? 
 
12. Allston get characterized as the “student ghetto.” Do you think this is an accurate 
reflection of the neighborhoods? Why do you think this neighborhood identity has 
remained?  
13. Does this fit with your personal perceptions of Allston? What do you think of 
Allston as a neighborhood? 
14. When trying to convince someone to rent an apartment through you, what aspects 
of Allston do you emphasize? Does this vary by person? 
a. Student 
b. Parent of student 
c. Young professional 
d. Looking to buy  
15. What are the “better” buildings in Allston? Who do you generally show those 
apartments to?  
16. Have you ever had difficult clients? What made them difficult?  
17. What do you know about new residential and commercial developments in 
Allston?  
18. How would you characterize these developments? 
19. Do you know who/what company is responsible for these new developments?  
20. Why do you think these developments are popping up now?  
21. Allston tends to have a competitive housing markets (rentals)—has this increased 
or decreased since you’ve been a REA?  
a. Does the proximity to BU, BC, Harvard explain the competitiveness? 
b. Does proximity to downtown explain?  
c. Do you have a sense of how the 2008 recession affected the housing 
market?   
22. Rents in Allston tend to be high, considering the general quality or perceived 
quality of the units themselves. What do you think explains these relatively high 
prices? 
23. What does work look like for you during the “off-season?” (October-spring) 
24. Do you know many other real estate agents? 
a. In what capacity? Professional? Personal?  
b. Mostly inside your company or outside? 
c. How do other REA talk about Allston? 
d. From your perspective, is there any consensus among REA about Allston?  
25. Do you think your experience as a REA is similar to other REA in Allston? (same 
or different company) Outside Allston?  
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Interview Protocol: BRA 
 
Length of Residence/ Demographic Info 
1. Do you live in Allston?  
c. If no—where do you live and why?  
i. Does this shape your involvement in the ABCDC? 
ii. Why are you involved, then, with the ABCDC? 
iii. SKIP TO PERCEPTION OF ALLSTON 
d. If yes—continue below  
34. How long have you lived in Allston/Brighton? Age? 
If moved to Allston/Brighton: 
a. When did you move here? 
b. What prompted your move here?  
c. Why did you stay?  
35. Do you own your home or rent? 
a. What type of home? Apartment, condo, single family home?  
b. If they bought—why did you decide to buy in Allston specifically? 
36. What are your neighbors like?  
a. Do you know many of your neighbors? Which ones?  
b. Have your neighbors changed over the years or not? If they have changed, 
how would you describe the changes? 
37. Where do most of your friends live? Family? 
a. if in Allston/Brighton: is this a reason for your living in the neighborhood? 
b. If outside of A/B: does this make it difficult to see friends/family?  
38. Where do you go in Allston/Brighton on a typical Tuesday? Saturday? Sunday? 
a. Where do you do your grocery shopping?  
b. Where do you go out to eat or out for a drink?  
39. How would you describe your relationship with Allston?  
Perceptions of the Neighborhood 
1. What kind of neighborhood is Allston?  
2. How would you describe a typical resident of Allston?  
3. If you had to compare Allston to any other neighborhood, which is most like and 
which is most unlike?  
4. What do you like and dislike about living in Allston? About Allston in general? 
What are your general thoughts about Allston/Brighton? 
5. How would you describe Allston to someone new to Boston?  
a. Would you recommend that they move here? Would this depend on who 
they are/specific factors? (age, student status, etc.) 
b. Who would you be most likely to suggest move here?  
6. What are your general thoughts about Allston/Brighton? 
a. What kind of neighborhood is Allston?  
b. Have your perceptions of Allston changed at all since you’ve lived here?  
7. What is the relationship between Allston and other Boston neighborhoods? 
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8. How would you describe a typical resident of Allston?  
9. How did you first hear about Allston as a potential neighborhood to live in? 
a. Friend? University? Real estate agent?  
10. Had you heard anything about Allston prior to moving here? If so, what had you 
heard? 
11. Are there stereotypes of Allston? 
12. Have you thought about moving? 
a. If No: Why not?  
      If yes: 
b. where would you move?  
c. Why would you move?  
13. What was the neighborhood like when you first moved here/when you were 
young?  
14. Are things better or worse around here than they used to be?  
If asked for clarification: 
 Better or worse than when you moved here? 
 Better or worse than when you were young? 
15. How do other people see Allston/Brighton?  
a. How do your friends/family who do not live in Allston view Allston? 
Historical 
16. Describe to me a brief timeline of the neighborhood as you’ve experienced it.  
17. Can you describe some of the changes to the neighborhood you’ve seen over the 
years?  
18. What has stayed the same?  
19. What’s your most vivid memory of Allston? 
20. What has been the most important event in Allston’s history? 
21. What has been the biggest obstacle the neighborhood has overcome?  
22. How would you characterize your experience living in Allston? 
23. How did you find the place you’re currently living in?  
a. REA? Friend?  
24. To your knowledge, who or what have been the most important sources of change 
in Allston? Important figures in Allston’s history?  
Involvement with BRA 
1. How long have you worked for the BRA? What is your official position? 
2. What are your primary duties and responsibilities? 
3. How involved are you with Allston, specifically?  
4. The BRA technically only has one urban renewal area in Allston—how has this 
shaped the BRA’s involvement in Allston?  
a. Why does the BRA only have one urban renewal area in Allston? 
Especially compared to other neighborhoods?  
b. Why doesn’t the BRA have more urban renewal areas in Allston? 
5. What types of projects would the BRA like to see happen in Allston?  
6. For the BRA, what is the relationship between Allston and other Boston 
neighborhoods?  
  
190 
7. Allston has long been known as Boston’s student neighborhood. Has that shaped 
the BRA’s involvement in Allston?  
8. To what extent does the BRA work with local universities to plan commercial 
and/or residential projects?  
9.  In terms of the BRA, what are the major goals for Allston? Or what does the 
BRA and/or city of Boston hope Allston will look like in 5, 10, 20 years? 
Barry’s Corner 
1.  The history of Barry’s Corner in Allston is one that does not look favorable on 
the BRA. To your knowledge, what, if anything, has the BRA done since 
Barry’s Corner to alleviate tensions between Allston residents and the BRA? 
2.  How did the incident of Barry’s Corner change, shape, or affect Allston as a 
neighborhood and its population? 
3. What is the BRA’s general understanding of what happened at Barry’s 
Corner? What is the story the BRA tells about Barry’s Corner?  
4. How have the events in Barry’s Corner from 1960s affected the BRA’s 
relationship with Allston? Allston residents?  
5. To what extent was Harvard involved in attempting to convert Barry’s Corner 
in the 1960s? 
6. At fairly recent meetings organized by the BRA about urban renewal, Barry’s 
Corner was held up as an example of the “old BRA” that the current BRA is 
distancing itself from. But other people also remember the BRA’s role in 
changing The West End. Why, do you think, did the BRA focus on Barry’s 
Corner and not The West End?  
Student Population 
7. Allston/Brighton is typically known as a student area. Has it always been this 
way?  
8. As a part of the BRA, what has your experience and relationship with local 
students been like?  
9. Have the goals/actions of the BRA been affected by the presence of students 
or the local universities in Allston?  
10. How does the BRA see the student population of Allston changing, if at all, 
over the next several years?  
11. Is the student population an impediment for changes that otherwise could have 
happened? Explain.  
Current Changes 
1. Have you noticed changes to Allston/Brighton lately?  
a. if yes: what do you think of these changes?  
b. If no: why do you think it has stayed the same? 
c. How will these changes affect Allston?  
d. What do these changes represent to you?   
12. Why do you think Allston has seen a recent influx of residential 
developments?  
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13. What do you think of the fact that these new residential developments are still 
primarily rentals and not owner-occupied buildings? How does this affect the 
BRA’s goals and future action?  
 
14. How would you characterize the changes Allston is currently seeing?  
15. Do you think owner-occupancy will every take off in Allston?  
16. On Comm Ave, there’s a new grocery store called “The Bees Knees.” What 
do you think of this new shop replacing The Joshua Tree?  
a. What about the Starbucks that opened next door?  
b. What do you think about The Green District?  
c. The Continuum?  
 
 
Interview Protocol: Community Development Corporation 
 
Length of Residence/ Demographic Info 
17. Do you live in Allston?  
a. If no—where do you live and why?  
i. Does this shape your involvement in the ABCDC? 
ii. Why are you involved, then, with the ABCDC? 
iii. SKIP TO PERCEPTION OF ALLSTON 
b. If yes—continue below  
18. How long have you lived in Allston/Brighton? Age? 
If moved to Allston/Brighton: 
a. When did you move here? 
b. What prompted your move here?  
c. Why did you stay?  
19. Do you own your home or rent? 
a. What type of home? Apartment, condo, single family home?  
b. If they bought—why did you decide to buy in Allston specifically? 
20. What are your neighbors like?  
a. Do you know many of your neighbors? Which ones?  
b. Have your neighbors changed over the years or not? If they have 
changed, how would you describe the changes? 
21. Where do most of your friends live? Family? 
a. if in Allston/Brighton: is this a reason for your living in the 
neighborhood? 
b. If outside of A/B: does this make it difficult to see friends/family?  
22. Where do you go in Allston/Brighton on a typical Tuesday? Saturday? 
Sunday? 
a. Where do you do your grocery shopping?  
b. Where do you go out to eat or out for a drink?  
23. How would you describe your relationship with Allston?  
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Perceptions of the Neighborhood 
25. What kind of neighborhood is Allston?  
26. If you had to compare Allston to any other neighborhood, which is most like and 
which is most unlike?  
27. What do you like and dislike about living in Allston? About Allston in general? 
What are your general thoughts about Allston/Brighton? 
28. How would you describe Allston to someone new to Boston?  
a. Would you recommend that they move here? Would this depend on who 
they are/specific factors? (age, student status, etc.) 
b. Who would you be most likely to suggest move here?  
29. What are your general thoughts about Allston/Brighton? 
a. What kind of neighborhood is Allston?  
b. Have your perceptions of Allston changed at all since you’ve lived here?  
4. What is the relationship between Allston and other Boston neighborhoods?  
30. How would you describe a typical resident of Allston?  
31. How did you first hear about Allston as a potential neighborhood to live in? 
a. Friend? University? Real estate agent?  
32. Had you heard anything about Allston prior to moving here? If so, what had you 
heard? 
33. Are there stereotypes of Allston? 
34. Have you thought about moving? 
a. If No: Why not?  
      If yes: 
b. where would you move?  
c. Why would you move?  
35. What was the neighborhood like when you first moved here/when you were 
young?  
36. Are things better or worse around here than they used to be?  
If asked for clarification: 
 Better or worse than when you moved here? 
 Better or worse than when you were young? 
37. How do other people see Allston/Brighton?  
a. How do your friends/family who do not live in Allston view Allston? 
Historical 
38. Describe to me a brief timeline of the neighborhood as you’ve experienced it.  
39. Can you describe some of the changes to the neighborhood you’ve seen over the 
years?  
40. What has stayed the same?  
41. What’s your most vivid memory of Allston? 
42. What has been the most important event in Allston’s history? 
43. What has been the biggest obstacle the neighborhood has overcome?  
44. How would you characterize your experience living in Allston? 
45. How did you find the place you’re currently living in?  
a. REA? Friend?  
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46. To your knowledge, who or what have been the most important sources of change 
in Allston? Important figures in Allston’s history? 
Student Population 
24. Allston/Brighton is typically known as a student area. Has it always been this 
way?  
25. As a resident of Allston, what has your experience and relationship with local 
students been like?  
26. Have there ever been tensions between longtime residents, such as yourself, 
and students or the local universities?  
Current Changes 
27. Have you noticed changes to Allston/Brighton lately?  
a. if yes: what do you think of these changes?  
b. If no: why do you think it has stayed the same? 
c. How will these changes affect Allston?  
d. What do these changes represent to you?   
28. Why do you think Allston has seen a recent influx of residential 
developments?  
e. What do you think of the fact that many of these residential developments 
are rentals, and not owner-occupied units? How does this affect the 
ABCDC’s goals and future actions?  
29. How would you characterize the changes Allston is currently seeing?  
30. On Comm Ave, there’s a new grocery store called “The Bees Knees.” What 
do you think of this new shop replacing The Joshua Tree?  
f. What about the Starbucks that opened next door?  
g. What do you think about The Green District?  
h. The Continuum? 
 
Involvement with CDC  
1. How did you get involved with ABCDC? How long have you been involved with 
the ABCDC? 
2. What are your primary tasks or duties at the ABCDC?  
3. What would you say the major goals of the ABCDC are?  
a. How did the ABCDC come to conclusion that these should be the major 
goals of the organization? (community input, select neighborhood leaders, 
councilmen?) 
b. How great is the community/neighborhood support for these goals?  
4. How does the ABCDC go about achieving these goals? 
a. What other neighborhood, city, or national organizations does the ABCDC 
work with?  
b. To your knowledge, how were these relationships formed?   
5. How would you rate the ABCDC’s success in achieving these goals?  
6. What major obstacles has the ABCDC faced over the years? 
a. Have these increased, decreased, or stayed the same?  
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b. In what ways has the ABCDC had to adjust their practices and goals over 
time?  
31. Homeownership seems to be a major goal of the ABCDC—can you tell me a 
bit more specifically why this is such a central goal?  
a. How does the ABCDC specifically aim to increase homeownership?  
b. In your estimate, how great is the desire for homeownership in 
Allston?  
c. What is the perceived value of increasing not just homeownerships, 
but owner occupancy? 
d. What are the biggest obstacles to homeownership/owner occupancy in 
Allston?  
i. Why are these major obstacles?  
ii. How is the ABCDC attempting to overcome these obstacles? 
Practices? Goals? Strategies?  
32. How would you describe a typical resident of Allston?  
a. Who would make an ideal new resident or homeowner in Allston?  
33. Allston has been long known as the student neighborhood of Boston. How 
accurate is this characterization of Allston?  
a. Is the student population a hindrance to the goals of the ABCDC?   
b. Does the ABCDC specifically have in place any strategies or goals 
related to the student population?  
34. Allston also has a fair amount of Hispanic and a growing Asian (specifically 
Chinese) population. In what ways is the ABCDC involved with these 
immigrant groups? 
 
 
Interview Protocol: Immigrants/ Foreign-Born 
 
Length of Residence/ Demographic Info 
40. How long have you lived in Allston/Brighton? Age? 
If moved to Allston/Brighton: 
a. When did you move here? 
b. Why do you live in Allston? 
c. What prompted your move here?  
d. Why did you stay?  
e. When do you plan to move out of Allston?  
41. Do you own your home or rent? 
a. What type of home? Apartment, condo, single family home?  
b. If they bought—why did you decide to buy in Allston specifically? 
42. Do you work in the neighborhood? Where do you work?  
a. If so: is that why you live in the neighborhood also?  
b. If not: Why do you live in Allston/Brighton?  
43. What are your neighbors like?  
a. Do you know many of your neighbors? Which ones?  
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b. Have your neighbors changed over the years or not? If they have changed, 
how would you describe the changes? 
44. Where do most of your friends live? Family? 
a. if in Allston/Brighton: is this a reason for your living in the neighborhood? 
b. If outside of A/B: does this make it difficult to see friends/family?  
45. Where do you go in Allston/Brighton on a typical Tuesday? Saturday? Sunday? 
a. Where do you do your grocery shopping?  
b. Where do you go out to eat or out for a drink?  
Perceptions of the Neighborhood 
1. What do you like and dislike about living in Allston? About Allston in general? 
What are your general thoughts about Allston/Brighton? 
2. How would you describe Allston to someone new to Boston?  
a. Would you recommend that they move here? Would this depend on who 
they are/specific factors? (age, student status, etc.) 
b. Who would you be most likely to suggest move here?  
3. What are your general thoughts about Allston/Brighton? 
a. What kind of neighborhood is Allston?  
b. Have your perceptions of Allston changed at all since you’ve lived here?  
4. How would you describe a typical resident of Allston?  
5. How did you first hear about Allston as a potential neighborhood to live in? 
a. Friend? University? Real estate agent?  
6. Had you heard anything about Allston prior to moving here? If so, what had you 
heard? 
7. Are there stereotypes of Allston? 
8. Have you thought about moving? 
a. If No: Why not?  
      If yes: 
b. where would you move?  
c. Why would you move?  
9. What was the neighborhood like when you first moved here?  
10. Are things better or worse around here than they used to be?  
If asked for clarification: 
 Better or worse than when you moved here? 
11. How do other people see Allston/Brighton?  
a. How do your friends/family who do not live in Allston view Allston? 
Historical 
12. Describe to me a brief timeline of the neighborhood as you’ve experienced it.  
13. Can you describe some of the changes to the neighborhood you’ve seen?  
14. What has stayed the same?  
15. What’s your most vivid memory of Allston? 
16. How would you characterize your experience living in Allston? 
17. How did you find the place you’re currently living in?  
a. REA? Friend?  
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If longtime resident: 
18. [What has been the most important event in Allston’s history?] 
19. [What has been the biggest obstacle the neighborhood has overcome?]  
20. [Barry’s Corner/BRA—do you remember any of the events surrounding Barry’s 
Corner?] 
a. If so—what do you remember? 
b. How did the event shape your life in Allston? 
c. How did the event shape Allston? Allston’s relationship with the BRA? 
Allston’s relationship with other city entities (e.g., Harvard)?  
21. [Auto industry—do you have any memory of the auto mile?  
a. Do you remember BU buying up these buildings? 
b. How do you think this shaped Allston?]  
22. To your knowledge, who or what have been the most important sources of change 
in Allston? Important figures in Allston’s history? 
Student Population 
23. Allston/Brighton is typically known as a student area. What has your experience 
and relationship with local students been like?  
24. Have there ever been tensions between residents, such as yourself, and students or 
the local universities?  
Current Changes 
25. Have you noticed changes to Allston/Brighton lately?  
a. if yes: what do you think of these changes?  
b. If no: why do you think it has stayed the same? 
c. How will these changes affect Allston?  
d. What do these changes represent to you?   
26. On Comm Ave, there’s a new grocery store called “The Bees Knees.” What do 
you think of this new shop replacing The Joshua Tree?  
a. What about the Starbucks that opened next door?  
b. What do you think about The Green District?  
 
Experiences as an Immigrant/Foreign-Born Person 
27. Is Allston a diverse neighborhood?  
a. In what ways? 
b. Why/Why not?  
28. Could you speak about your experiences specifically as an immigrant in Allston?  
a. Has Allston been a welcoming place for you?  
i. How? (or how has it not?) 
ii. Have there been neighborhood places—shops, restaurants, bars—
that are particularly meaningful to you? Why are they meaningful? 
b. Are there any challenges to living in Allston? 
c. Do you feel there is a community of immigrants and foreign-born people 
in Allston? 
i. A strong community?  
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ii. Does this community have a specific location? Do you meet with 
people? Where? When?  
iii. If not—why do you think there is not a community? Would you 
like for there to be a strong community?  
29. What, if any, changes would you like to see to Allston?  
a. What would make Allston a better neighborhood for you?  
b. Is there anything you hope does not happen to Allston? Changes you 
would not like to see?  
30. Have you noticed any changes on your street or block? [New homes being built? 
Old buildings being renovated?] 
a. If so—how do you feel about these changes? 
b. If so—do you know who is responsible for these changes? Who is 
“moving in?” 
c. If not—how long has your street/block been the same?  
31. Why did you specifically move to Allston?  
a. Did you know people in Allston prior to moving here?  
Had you heard about Allston? 
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